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Abstract 
Malaysian students who come to study in Australia have been organising cultural festivals 
for more than 20 years.  These festivals host cultural heritage performances that represent 
the various ethnicities found in the Malaysian homeland.  However, very little is known 
about the way these diasporic performances differ from those in the homeland, and 
whether any differences could jeopardise the Malaysian identities they are supposed to 
represent.  I investigate the role of intangible cultural heritage performances in developing 
a sense of identity amongst diasporic communities by focusing on the performance of the 
martial art of Silat in three Malaysian festivals in Australia. 
 The martial art of Silat is acknowledged in Malaysia as both a Malay cultural 
heritage and a Malaysian national heritage.  Silat contains the typical fighting skills and 
strategies that can be found in other martial arts.  However, the culture of Silat has also 
the element of performance.  In Malaysia, Silat is traditionally performed either in private or 
public contexts.  As a Silat practitioner, I have personally experienced performing Silat in 
my homeland, Malaysia, and in the diasporic context of Australia. 
 Festivals have become key events for diasporic and multicultural communities to 
represent and accentuate their cultural identities.  In the absence of tangible heritage 
objects and monuments, diasporic communities have relied on intangible cultural heritage 
to connect with their homeland, as well as to negotiate their own self-identities in their 
diasporic settings.  Malaysian migrants and temporary students in Australia have both 
contributed to the representation of their national and ethnic identities through festivals, 
such as the Fiesta Malaysia in Melbourne; the Citra Malaysia in Brisbane; and the 
Malaysia Festival in Sydney. 
Using participant observation in Melbourne, my own participation as a Silat 
performer in Sydney and Brisbane, and numerous interviews with other performers, 
audience members, and festival organisers, I investigate how the performance of Silat in 
Malaysian festivals reflects the diasporic and multicultural identities of Malaysian 
communities in Australia.  I demonstrate that negotiations between the different 
stakeholders are very significant in establishing the representation of identities through 
intangible cultural heritage performances.   
Diasporic cultural festivals also allow various performers to negotiate their ideas 
and skills, and fuse them in order to produce distinct cultural heritage performances.  I 
conclude that Silat performances in Australia are not the same as those in the homeland.  
Despite the differences, I argue that heritage performances in the diaspora can still be 
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considered as ‘authentic’ Malay and Malaysian heritage.  I discuss these results using the 
concepts of performance, authenticity and identity within a cultural heritage methodological 
paradigm.   
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of the research presented in this thesis is to investigate the role of cultural 
heritage performances in developing a sense of identity amongst diasporic communities.  
Identity matters to the lives of people who are displaced from their homeland, whether by 
force or not, as it reinforces cultural values and connects people back to their homeland.  
As a case study I investigate how the performance of the Malay martial art of Silat in 
Malaysian diasporic community festivals in Australia achieves the objective of linking 
displaced Malaysians to their homeland heritage.1  Silat is performed throughout 
Southeast Asia, especially in Malaysia, southern Thailand, Indonesia, Brunei, Singapore 
and southern Philippines.  Since post-colonial times, Silat has spread around the world to 
other Asian countries, and to Europe, America and Australia.      
Silat is known for its efficiency in self-defence due to its origins as an art of war 
(Bouvier 1990; Krishen Jit 1984; Mahjoeddin 2011; Razha Rashid 1990; Wazir Jahan 
Karim 1990; Wilson 2009; Wright 1980; Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012).  Silat, however, 
encompasses more than self-defence.  It is linked to ancient Malay shamanism, magic, 
and medicinal lore.  Silat is also connected to Malay metallurgy especially through the use 
and production of the Keris, a wavy-bladed knife, traditionally made from meteoric stones. 
The Keris is synonymous with the Malay people (Razha Rashid 1990; Wazir Jahan Karim 
1990).  The music that accompanies Silat performances is also steeped in tradition, 
especially through the production of the wooden instruments that are central to the 
performance, and the way they are played.  This musical accompaniment, or Gendang 
Silat, is one of the elements that makes Silat part of Malay performing arts. 
                                                          
1 I intend to simplify the use of the word ‘Malay’ in this thesis because it is a very contested and highly debated 
terminology amongst academicians and politicians alike.  ‘Malay’ in this thesis represents a people with the following 
two characteristics.  First is in the language that they speak (Gabriel 2015:788).  This characteristic follows both pre-
colonial and constitutional definition of the Malay people in Malaysia.  The second characteristic emanates from the 
‘Malayic tradition’ that includes both the ‘state-centred Melayu traditions’ and the ‘autonomous tribal-Malay 
traditions’ (Benjamin 2002:11).  In addition, the diasporic ‘Malay’ context for this thesis is focused on Malays who 
originate from Malaysia.      
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Silat is an umbrella term or a generic name for the various Malay martial arts in 
Southeast Asia (Mason 2009:34).  There are hundreds of Silat styles and schools in 
Malaysia and Indonesia (Kartomi 2011:47), and elsewhere.2  Razha Rashid (1990:71) 
stated that, in reference to Malaysian Silat alone, ‘each Silat variety has its own specific 
bunga set, though some place more emphasis on it than others’.  The term bunga denotes 
the dance-like movements that are prevalent in many Malaysian Silat styles.  There has 
not been any study conducted on the differences in the various Silat styles practised in 
Southeast Asia, due to this multitude of variations.  Previous scholars of Silat, such as 
Farrer (2007; 2009) and Zainal (2012), concentrated their studies on specific 
characteristics or elements of Silat such as mysticism and performance, rather than on 
trying to identify and classify the full variety of the art.  My research project focuses on 
Silat’s role as a cultural heritage performance and how Silat, as a performance genre, is 
used by diasporic communities in their cultural festivals.   
My previous experiences as both a practitioner of Silat and an observer of Silat 
performances have made me aware of the differences that exist between the staged 
performances of Silat in Australia compared to the Silat performances in Malaysia.  
However, an investigation of differences between the styles of Silat performed in 
Southeast Asia and in Australia is not the focus of my research.  Such an investigation 
would be an enormous task and beyond the scope of a single PhD thesis.  Instead, my 
research is an analysis of the broader context of Silat performances within the festival 
genre.  In other words, I investigate how Silat is performed in Malaysian festivals in 
Australia and how the multicultural and diasporic characteristics of these festivals influence 
the performances of Silat, as well as how the front-stage performances of Silat differ from 
the back-stage preparation (Goffman 1959) for the Silat performance.  In this way my 
thesis focus is on the heritage consequences of Silat performance in terms of how Silat 
informs opportunities for Malaysians in the diaspora to represent their culture and identity.   
                                                          
2 Tadesse (2017:10) points out that there are approximately 100 different types of martial arts in the entire world.  
The hundreds of different styles of Silat mirror the variation in other martial arts.  For example, Cynarski and Swider 
(2017:26-27) have documented various different Chinese martial arts, or wushu styles, in relation to the Shaolin 
temple in China.  Theeboom et al. (2017:4) recognise that more than a thousand wushu variations exist in the forms of 
different schools from different ethnic groups.  Thus a highly varied Silat style is unremarkable in terms of variants in 
martial arts.   
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Although it is beyond the scope of my thesis to write a comparison between Silat 
performances at home and in the diaspora, in this thesis I will demonstrate that Silat 
performances in the diaspora (although often quite different in their expression from those 
in the homeland) are not ‘less’ in terms of their meanings and content.  The Silat 
performances that I have investigated for this dissertation are not a mere representation or 
simulacrum of Silat in Malaysia but are a new form of Silat that fuses old elements from 
tradition with new elements deliberately introduced from the diaspora.  This is the basis for 
understanding Silat in the diaspora as living heritage, which changes with new 
circumstances.  This is also a ‘new tradition’ (Hobsbawm 2012; see also Andrews and 
Buggey 2008), which demonstrates the contribution of my thesis to knowledge on the 
evolution of Silat specifically and the role of the diaspora in facilitating changes to tradition 
more generally.        
    
Silat: A Personal Journey 
My journey into the world of Silat started 12 years ago. I have performed Silat in various 
events in Malaysia, ranging from Malay weddings, community events, state, and regional 
celebrations.  Australia is the place where I have had the opportunity to perform Silat in 
front of international audiences.  I have performed Silat in Adelaide, Melbourne and 
Brisbane, mostly in Malaysian community festivals.  My experience of performing Silat in 
Australia has made me realise that Silat is being reinterpreted by Malaysians, both in 
Australia and in Malaysia.   
Silat originated within the Malay people (the majority ethnic group in Malaysia)3 and 
the Malaysian government has listed Silat as one of its 241 national intangible heritage 
elements (Objek Warisan Tidak Ketara), along with cultural expressions from other ethnic 
groups such as the Chinese Lion Dance, the Indian martial art of Silambam, the Ngajat 
dance of the Iban people in Sarawak, and the Sumazau dance of the Kadazan people in 
Sabah (Jabatan Warisan Negara 2009).  Although this national heritage listing includes 
heritage that belongs to Malaysians from a range of multicultural backgrounds, the issue of 
                                                          
3 As Gabriel (2015:783) noted, race is the basic feature of the ‘organizing principle’ in Malaysia.  It is an ascribed 
identity, where whether one is ‘Malay’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Indian’, or ‘Others’ is determined from birth.  This principle is a 
continuation of the system founded by the British colonial rule in the 19th Century.  In 2000, Malays were 51% of the 
total population (around 22 million people), while Chinese and Indians were 24.2% and 7.2% respectively (Nagaraj et 
al. 2015:145).  In 2010, Malays were around 14 million people from the total of 26 million, followed by an estimated 6 
million Chinese and 1.9 million Indians (Swee-Hock 2015:82).      
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Malay dominance in cultural representations (Hoffstaedter 2008) may have some form of 
influence in Malaysian diasporic communities’ interpretations of Silat in festivals in 
Australia.   
In Malaysia, there are rare instances where non-Malays learn and practise Silat.  
However, it is quite common for Silat in Malaysian festivals in Australia to be performed by 
Malaysians who are non-Malays, and even by non-Malaysians. The 2009 Malaysian 
festival in Adelaide and the 2012 festival in Brisbane, for example, included Silat 
performers who were Australians and an Indian-Malaysian respectively.  It would seem 
that the context of Malaysian festivals in Australia, which are multiethnic festivals, has also 
influenced elements of the performance of Silat.   
My observations of the performance of Silat in diasporic communities in Australia 
have led me to develop inquiries into why Malaysians want Silat to be performed in their 
festivals.  Why do Malaysians who are non-Malays perform Silat? What do Malaysians 
think of Silat performed by non-Malaysians in their festivals? What is the significance of 
Silat to Malaysians outside Malaysia? And how has Silat changed in Malaysian diasporic 
communities? As a Malay researcher and a Silat performer, I used my own perspectives 
on Silat and Malaysian festivals in Australia to compare the views of Malaysian diasporic 
communities from both Malay and non-Malay backgrounds towards the performance of 
Silat as a representation of their culture and identity in their adopted countries.   
 
Diasporic Community and Identity 
A ‘community’ involves a group of people ‘with shared values or beliefs who may be 
geographically dispersed but drawn together by shared interests as an expression of 
diversity and empowerment’ (Watson and Waterton 2011:5).  Geographically, communities 
operate at local, national, regional and global scales (Chirikure and Pwiti 2008:468).  
Communities that exist outside their original countries due to either selected or forced 
migration, form a diaspora (Kottak 2010:440; Schofield and Szymanski 2011:3).   
 Diasporic communities share the same qualities and concerns as their counterparts 
in their respective homelands.  Every community has ‘symbolic markers’ that differentiate 
them from other communities (Cohen 1989:19).  Heritage plays a significant role in 
defining a community.  A symbiotic relationship exists between heritage and its attendant 
community, where a community is ‘defined and justified because of its heritage and that 
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heritage is fostered and sustained by the creation of community’ (Crooke 2010:25).  
Diasporic communities rely on both tangible and intangible heritage to develop a sense of 
identity in their adopted environments as well as to retain and maintain a connection to 
their homelands (Harrison 2010:245; Holtorf 2010:46; West and Bowman 2010:282).  
Cultural activities and practices provide these communities with an opportunity to 
perpetuate a sense of belonging – or ‘ontological security’ (Ruting and Li 2011:272) – to 
their homelands.  Procuring these senses of identity and belonging are strategies that are 
implemented not only by diasporic communities to survive in new surroundings, but are 
what communities in general have in common as strategies to negotiate social change. 
 A community, as a group of people, shares a common interest, locality and social 
system (Rapport and Overing 2007:72).  Nevertheless, the dynamic relationship that 
community members experience amongst themselves and with people from other 
communities, whether in local or diasporic environments, causes changes to the notion 
and structure of community itself, regardless of whether or not it is consensual (Waterton 
and Smith 2011:16).  Changes to the structure of the community, for example through 
migration, would eventually affect the community’s symbolic markers.  Studies have shown 
that ‘apparently traditional forms’ of community symbols with ‘meaning and implication 
appropriate to contemporary circumstances’ are generated parallel to the change in 
community structure (Cohen 1989:46).  These so-called constructed traditions are made 
visible in public celebrations and community festivals. 
  Community celebrations act as venues for community members to assemble and 
participate in activities that define them as different from other members of the community.  
Either privately amongst diasporic community members or in public spaces, celebrations 
are instrumental in keeping a community ‘in fresh and constantly renewing experience’ and 
‘relevant and responsive to the needs of the times’ (Derrett 2008:109).  These celebrations 
also allow diasporic communities to establish connections to their present localities as well 
as to past and distant lands. 
Cultural traditions that are presented in diasporic community festivals are essential 
tools that foster the link between diasporas and their respective homelands.  These 
traditions are ‘re-invented, interpreted and performed for audiences from within and 
beyond the community’ (Long and Sun 2006:114).  Performances such as dances and 
songs as well as the consumption of ‘traditional’ foods, produce and influence a 
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community’s sense of identity through sight, sound and smell, which enables a certain 
‘longing for a distant homeland’ (Ruting and Li 2011:276).   
Empirical studies of festivals have identified the contributions made by traditions 
and heritage to both the distinctiveness of community festivals and the development of 
senses of identity and belonging to community members.  However, no previous work on 
festivals has looked at the ‘extent to which [festival] themes, programmes and 
performances reflect tradition’ and ‘whether local adaptations and interpretations occur’ to 
these ‘constructed’ traditions (Long and Sun 2006:123).  It is therefore the aim of my 
research to investigate the relationship between the concept of cultural heritage and the 
actual staged performances of heritage by cultural performers in diasporic community 
festivals.  
 
Research Questions 
The research questions for my thesis, therefore, are: 
How do cultural festivals act to establish and reinforce identity amongst diasporic 
communities?  Using the performance of Silat in Malaysian festivals in Australia as a case 
study, I ask specifically: How does the performance of Silat in Malaysian festivals reflect 
the diasporic and multicultural identities of Malaysian communities in Australia? 
 
Research Objectives 
In order to answer the research questions, this research investigates the ways Silat is 
performed in the festivals.  My investigations also involve how external stakeholders and 
festival themes influence the performances of Silat.  I also examine the perceptions of 
Malaysians in Australia regarding the ‘authenticity’ of Silat performances they witness at 
the festivals.  The underlying principle that drives this research is the link between heritage 
and performance and how this connection is manifested through the exemplar of Silat as a 
cultural heritage performance. 
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The Relationship between Heritage and Performance 
‘Heritage’ and ‘performance’ are two words that might not seem to be relevant to one 
another if understood from a practical heritage management perspective.  Therefore, it is 
important to distinguish the type of heritage that this research will investigate from more 
mainstream uses of the term ‘heritage’ to justify the concept of heritage performance.   
 
Heritage 
‘Tangible’ and ‘intangible’ are two important categories of heritage.  The former pertains to 
physical objects and structures such as historical buildings and ancient monuments that 
are valuable due to their history, archaeology, anthropology, aesthetics, and/or science 
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:52).  Cultural practices or beliefs or habits, that have been 
transmitted from previous generations and that are still significant to current generations 
constitute the intangible category of heritage (Harrison 2010:245).  This dichotomy 
between tangible and intangible heritage became even more prevalent after the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), in 2003, introduced 
the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, more commonly 
known as the Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention (ICHC), approximately 30 years 
after the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage 
(better known as the World Heritage Convention) was introduced in 1972.  While the World 
Heritage Convention gives impetus to the conservation and preservation of ‘tangible’ 
heritage such as World Heritage sites, monuments, buildings, and artefacts, the ICHC 
focuses more on introducing and propagating the non-tangible or ‘intangible’ domains of 
heritage.  These domains are classified as: 
a. oral traditions and expressions, including language; 
b. performing arts; 
c.  social practices, rituals and festive events; 
d. knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe; and 
e. traditional craftsmanship. 
This classification is dictated by the definition of ‘intangible cultural heritage’ given in ICHC, 
which is: 
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the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, 
objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, 
in some cases, individuals recognise as part of their cultural heritage (UNESCO 2003:4).  
Cultural expressions such as traditional dances, music, instruments, theatre and traditional 
martial arts are all included in the performing arts domain.  As its name implies, performing 
arts constitutes cultural performances to either private or public audiences and in specific 
or public spaces.   
 
Cultural Performance 
Milton Singer’s (1972) anthropological work introduced the concept of performance as a 
communicative process, which comprises methods of communication that include 
language, song, dance, and other cultural expressions that are used by a culture in various 
ways in order to communicate with others.  Victor Turner (1986) credited Singer’s theories 
on ‘cultural performance’ as having promoted the general shift in anthropological theory 
from ‘structure to process, from competence to performance’ (Royce 2004:2-3; Turner 
1986:21).  However, Turner extended Singer’s idea, noting that: 
cultural performances are not simple reflectors or expressions of culture or even of 
changing culture but may themselves be active agencies of change (Turner 1986:24). 
This elucidation on the significance of cultural performances as agents of change is a 
precursor to the development of the study of performances or performance studies, which 
started as a collaboration between Turner and the theatre director-researcher, Richard 
Schechner (Lewis 2008). 
 Schechner (1985), along with theatre colleagues such as Phillip Zarrilli and Eugenio 
Barba, was a proponent of the study of performances that focused on exchanges of 
techniques and movements from various theatrical traditions and cultural performances 
around the world (Grau 1992; Schechner 1985; Zarrilli 1984; Zarrilli and Barba 1988).  
Schechner and colleagues called this ‘intercultural’ research in performance (Grau 
1992:10).  This intercultural undertaking advocates the adaptation of technical and 
physical aspects of performances – regardless of their origins – into Western theatre 
productions (Schechner 1985:23).  This theory, however, is not without its critics. 
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Bharucha (1993) argued that rather than partake in interculturalism as defined 
above, a study on different performances should be conducted using a holistic approach 
that requires a full understanding of the historical, cultural and spiritual background and 
meanings of those performances.  Aru Ramanathan (2000), without referring to any of the 
interculturalists, added ‘psychological background’ and the ‘life histories of performers’ to 
Bharucha’s list of holistic approaches.  In other words, cultural performances are not only 
physical movements that can be duplicated by outsiders; they are also laden with multiple 
values and meanings that have been accumulated through time in their respective 
cultures.  These performances, transmitted from previous generations, can therefore be 
used in the present as well as in different contexts. 
 
Cultural Heritage Performance 
The significance of cultural performances in the present, and the values that they embody, 
are relevant to heritage studies.  Smith (2006:44) has stated that heritage also involves 
performances or ‘acts of remembering’.  Heritage performances provide participants with 
the opportunity to ‘engage in overt negotiations about the meaning of the past and present’ 
(Smith 2006:69).  These ‘performances of remembering’ are also called ‘heritage 
presentations’ (Silberman 2010:64) and can be found in diverse settings such as World 
Heritage sites (Bideau and Kilani 2012; Labadi 2007; Worden 2001), national heritage 
places (Chronis 2005; Gable and Handler 1996), museums (Kidd 2011), cultural theme 
parks and villages (Hoffstaedter 2008; Latrell 2008) and festivals (Derrett 2008; Müller and 
Pettersson 2006). 
Taylor’s description of cultural heritage performances as ‘always in situ; their 
meanings come from the context in which the actions take place’ (2008:94), mirrors my 
own interest in the nature of Silat performances in Australia.  In order for Silat 
performances to be performed away from their homeland, do they need to be 
recontextualised, as Taylor has suggested?  For the Silat practitioners, would these 
performances ‘reaffirm their cultural identity and transmit a sense of community’ (Taylor 
2008:101) while they are in their diasporic environments?            
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Cultural Heritage Performance and Diasporic Communities 
The most important issue in the study of diaspora is the maintenance of identity by 
diasporic communities (Hall 1990; Sahoo and Maharaj 2007; Sheffer 2003).  Sahoo and 
Maharaj stated that diasporic communities depend on their ‘roots’.  They defined this ‘root’ 
as ‘a common ethnic identity and a collective relation toward the original homeland’ 
(Sahoo and Maharaj 2007:1-18). Members of diasporic communities generally have the 
desire to return to their homeland eventually, but in the meantime they aim to establish 
connections to their respective homelands using a variety of techniques to reinforce their 
ethnicity and identity (David and Muñoz-Basols 2011). Communities that are away from 
their homelands generally like to access their intangible cultural heritage, such as songs, 
dances and other performing arts, due to their ‘portable’ nature (Nettleford 2004; West and 
Bowman 2010:282).  
Diasporic communities have used festivals as one way to express their heritage and 
thereby to establish their identities in their new environments.  As a form of public 
celebration, festivals offer the opportunity for diasporic communities to express their pride 
in their identity (Brown and Chappel 2007).  Ruting and Li’s (2011) investigation of the 
Brigadoon Scottish festival in Bundanoon, Australia, for example, shows the significance of 
festivals to diasporic communities although they are ‘out-of-place’ in their diasporic setting.  
Ruting and Li concluded that the:  
sights, sounds and smells of the festival triggered a longing for a distant homeland in some 
visitors whether as a place of childhood, or an imagined place of ancestral origins (Ruting 
and Li 2011:276-278).   
Diasporic community festivals, therefore, are: 
sites where diasporic community traditions, relationships, and artistic idioms and practices 
are re-invented, interpreted and performed for audiences from within and beyond the 
community (Long and Sun 2006:114).  
The purpose of my research is to investigate the role of cultural heritage performances in 
developing a sense of identity amongst diasporic communities.  To that end, I define 
‘cultural heritage performance’ as a performance by a specific community that is based on 
cultural expressions that have been inherited from previous generations and are significant 
to current generations, but are subjected to change due to factors such as the economy, 
society and environment in which the performance is undertaken.  For my study, 
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performances are undertaken in public to both community and non-community audiences.  
This definition establishes the basis for my investigation into the role of the martial art of 
Silat and its performance in Malaysian community events in Australia.  
 
Rationale 
Heritage is a process (Smith 2006:1) whereby the usable and manageable qualities of 
culture allow actions to be generated based on the values that are prescribed from 
memory, transmitted from previous generations, or interpreted according to present 
conditions (see also Harvey 2001; Watson and Waterton 2011).  A cultural heritage 
performance is a cultural heritage process and is part of ‘living heritage’, which is heritage 
that is relevant or significant to individuals, groups or communities and is practised in 
contemporary contexts (Prangnell, Ross and Coghill 2010:141; Ross 1996:20).  My 
research investigates whether Silat, as a living heritage element, is relevant or significant 
to Malaysians (and especially Malays) in Australia.  
The performance of heritage represents a community’s sense of identity as 
portrayed to the intended audiences (Moreira 2006; Nygren 2007; Smith 2006; West and 
Bowman 2010). Diasporic communities perform their heritage in festivals to emphasise 
either their identity or their exoticness (Bunnell 2008; Hintzen 2001). The strong 
connection that heritage has with identity allows diasporic communities to view heritage as 
‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1986:242), which Harrison (2010:245) has defined as ‘a way of 
connecting people with each other and with the environment that surrounds them’.  
Both tangible and intangible elements of the past can be used by these 
communities to connect them to their homelands as well as to the places in which they are 
currently residing. The practice of heritage amongst diasporic communities is what Prats 
(2009:82) has called ‘localised heritage activation’, which is the use of heritage to establish 
identities ‘beyond the limits of the location in which they take place’.   
 
Silat as a Cultural Heritage Performance 
There is limited literature that focuses on Silat as a cultural performance.  Zainal (2012) 
hypothesised that the flowery movement of Silat was due to the perfection of Silat 
movements by Silat practitioners and as a means to hide the ‘deadly moves’ of the genre 
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from enemies (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:381).  This dance art or bunga, Zainal (2012) 
added, was originally part of the education for Malay youth and was an important rite of 
passage into manhood.  Zainal also mentioned that Silat’s current ceremonial outlets, such 
as at weddings and official events, is testament to a changing attitude towards Silat, 
especially by Malay youth who prefer the sport version of Silat to the warrior dance genre.  
In other words, Zainal (2012) argues that Silat’s main characteristic as a warrior dance has 
been relegated to merely an entertainment in events.    
Kartomi (2011) emphasised the importance of community collaboration between 
teachers, students, musicians, community leaders, and elders in any successful Silat 
performance.  Performances can thus be used to teach and train Silat novices through the 
combination of dance-like movements, fighting techniques and the use of music as a 
means to induce improvisations in the novices’ steps and gestures.  Mason (2009:34) 
borrowed Clifford Geertz’s idea of the ‘blurred genre’ to categorise Silat.  The concept of 
the ‘blurred genre’ is derived from constant negotiations between the dance-like 
movements and the fighting applications of these movements that Silat practitioners must 
accommodate.   
Further ambiguity in Silat relates to its foundation as what Mason (2009) termed ‘a 
socio-cultural activity’:  
where movements are dependent upon the socially-agreed-upon meanings that a particular 
community of practitioners practise, perform and propagate (Mason 2009:35). 
This characteristic of Silat, in turn, is what makes Silat’s movements sometimes 
indecipherable to non-practitioners.  Mason (2009) also mentioned briefly that Silat is 
finding new expressions outside its homeland.  Wilson (2002) investigated how Silat is 
both used and abused by practitioners to propagate certain social and political ideals.  He 
concluded that Silat: 
not only reflects and reproduces social and cultural traditions, but also generates practices 
that enable individuals to improvise and adapt to changing situations (Wilson 2002:94). 
My research, therefore, primarily evaluates the Silat performances in Malaysian festivals in 
Australia in order to understand how these performances reflect Malaysian identities in the 
diasporic context.   
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The Festival Context and Other Cultural Heritage Aspects 
Festivals are ‘an expression of local identity and reflect the internal life of the community’ 
(Derrett 2008:107).  Festivals are also cultural celebrations and cultural performances that 
include a multitude of events such as weddings, parades, processions, funerals, religious 
ceremonies and heritage commemorations (Buczkowska 2006; Bunnell 2008; Sauter 
2007).  Diasporic communities use festivals to express their identities through cultural 
heritage that is gathered, negotiated, contested, and experienced by both community and 
non-community audiences (Everett and Aitchison 2007:170; Long and Sun 2006; Ruting 
and Li 2011).   
 Derrett (2008:107) argued that festivals ‘are impacted and influenced by external 
forces’.  These external forces include the economy, education, and the traditions of the 
community (Hjalager 2011; Karlsen and Nordström 2011; Sauter 2007).  An annual 
festival, in particular, can: 
create a community of witness that marks the passage of time, notes the changing of the 
guard as new power relations arise and old ones change (Derrett 2008:109). 
Although intangible cultural heritage, such as songs and dances are the most accessible 
festival performances for diasporic communities and are featured prominently in diasporic 
community festivals, the festival environment itself allows normal and everyday life events 
to be transformed into important cultural activities (Hauptfleisch 2007:39).  This process is 
called eventification or ‘festivalising’ and one of its main qualities is ‘to provide quantity, as 
well as diversity, even within the same type of performance genre’ (Cremona 2007:6).   
My research, therefore, not only focuses on performances of Silat, but also 
investigates related cultural heritage performances and representations that exist in 
association with the Silat performance, such as Malay and non-Malay songs and dances 
that are based on the heritage of their respective cultures, as well as non-cultural heritage 
related aspects of the festivals, such as banners, posters, and non-cultural activities.  This 
multiplicity of representations should parallel the multicultural nature of Malaysian festivals 
in Australia that will allow me to establish an analysis of the relationship between diasporic 
festival performances and social and political identities of festival participants, performers 
and guests. 
 
 
 14 
 
The Issue of Authenticity 
Authenticity is an issue that is relevant in both heritage and performance studies and 
hence to my thesis.  The advent of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage (ICHC), as important as it was in initiating awareness of the significance 
of intangible heritage, implied that authenticity has ‘little relevance’ to intangible heritage 
(Galla 2010:8).  This assessment may be the result of the ICHC’s view that intangible 
heritage is ‘constantly recreated’ (UNESCO 2003:4).   
 Previously, under the dominance of the World Heritage Convention (1972), ‘change’ 
was not a welcome attribute of heritage, especially in the conservation discourse and in 
practices pertaining to monuments, buildings and World Heritage sites (Ross 2008; 2010).  
Only in special cases was change deemed acceptable, such as in the example of recently 
maintained ancient Japanese temples using new timber structures (Brumann 2009; Ko 
2008; see also Byrne 2013; Karlström 2013).  The reason for this negative attitude towards 
change, especially amongst Western heritage practitioners, is the idea that heritage must 
be preserved in its ‘authentic form’ (Kurin 2007:12-13; see also Andrews and Buggey 
2008).  Authenticity often implies originality in material, as well as in location.  Therefore, it 
is only logical to assume that the ever-changing nature of intangible heritage as denoted in 
the ICHC has important consequences for the concept of authenticity as constructed by 
many Western heritage practitioners (see Byrne 2013; Karlström 2013; Ross 2008; 2010; 
Smith 2006; Sullivan 2008).  This assumption, however, is far from accurate, particularly 
with respect to the perspectives held by the ‘owners’ of culture towards their heritage and 
heritage performances, as I demonstrate in this thesis.   
 Post-modern encounters between Indigenous and settler communities around the 
world have highlighted the differences in perspectives regarding heritage and authenticity.  
In settler societies such as in Australia and North America, Indigenous heritage is typically 
viewed as being fixed or frozen in the past (Kurtz 2010:235; see also Gorring 2011; 
Sullivan 2008).  The modern activities of Aboriginal people in Australia, for example, are 
often not seen as being as ‘authentic’ as the archaeological mounds and artefacts found in 
ancient Aboriginal cultural landscapes (Byrne 2003:77).  Nevertheless, studies have 
shown that the values that Aboriginal people place on their landscapes today do not 
necessarily rely on physical or archaeological evidence (Prangnell, Ross and Coghill 
2010:148).  In other words, Indigenous heritage – as in cultural heritage in general – is a 
‘cultural process’ where change in the use of both tangible and intangible culture 
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represents negotiation with the past in the present (Andrews and Buggey 2008; Smith 
2006).  Although academics have presented the value of change in heritage, the typical 
settler perspective on authentic heritage still persists, especially in regards to Indigenous 
heritage where Indigenous cultural practices in present times are viewed as being new or 
‘constructed’ and are not a continuation of past traditions (Godwin 2005:74-75; Gorring 
2011)  
A more complex attitude towards authenticity is evident in the tourism industry.  
With large numbers of tourists flocking to heritage sites, local communities and businesses 
have accommodated tourists’ expectations and experiences through cultural goods and 
performances.  Even though they are presented with heritage places and attractions that 
have been transformed and staged, many tourists still seek some form of ‘authentic 
encounter’ in their experiences (Timothy and Boyd 2006:5; see also Gorring 2011).  
Recent studies have demonstrated the existence of various forms of ‘authentic 
encounters’.  Regardless of whether the encounter is at a reconstructed pioneer village; a 
historical market re-enactment; a natural lake; or a community festival, an authentic 
encounter with heritage performances can be achieved (or at least perceived as having 
been achieved) if it is experienced on site and amongst local communities (Bobot 
2012:174; Ling Ma and Alan Lew 2012:27; Rickly-Boyd 2012:142; Yang 2012:75).   
Smith (2006:69) has argued that the discourse on whether heritage is authentic or 
not is just a ‘means to maintain the authority and gravity of expert knowledge’. Andrews 
and Buggey (2008:63) connect authenticity with living heritage or ‘living traditions’ and 
stress that authenticity is about the people and cultures and not just about heritage places.  
Turner (1986) used the words ‘real’ and ‘realism’ to denote an authentic performance.  He 
stated that ‘what is real is ultimately a matter of cultural definition’ (Turner 1986:24). These 
views on authenticity - from authoritative to culturally-defined and oriented - define 
authenticity as a process.  
MacCannell (1973) initiated the investigation into the authenticity of heritage 
performance by claiming that performances are staged and are not, therefore, authentic.  
He expanded on the concept of front-stage and back-stage that was introduced by 
Goffman (1959), where the former represents the staged performance shown to tourists, 
while the latter is where one can witness the authentic performance. Bruner (2005) took up 
these notions of front and back-stage in his ethnographic study in Bali, Indonesia (Bruner 
2005:205-209).  By becoming a tour guide, Bruner had access to both the performers and 
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the tourists.  He described his experience of taking tourists to see a cultural performance 
in two different contexts. Although the performers and the stage were different, the cultural 
performance itself is of the same form and origin, regardless of the context of the 
performance.  In his discussion with tourists, Bruner (2005) found that their views of an 
authentic performance are not related to the performers or to the performance itself, but to 
the stage on which the performances were held.   
Chhabra, Healy and Sills’ (2003) investigation of staged authenticity at Scottish 
Highland Games in North America revealed that perceptions of authenticity amongst 
tourists and event organisers are still high, even though the performances are staged and 
not in their original place.  They concluded that:  
staging involves displacement of cultural production from one place to another and 
modification to fit new conditions of time and place.  But it does not necessarily mean 
superficiality.  People migrate all around the world and they take their culture with them 
(Chhabra et al. 2003:715). 
Unfortunately, Chhabra et al. (2003) neglected to include the perceptions of the performers 
themselves at the Games.  It would be interesting to know how these performers evaluate 
their own experiences and whether they perceive their performances to be authentic or 
not.  My research does investigate how the performance of Silat is viewed from both the 
front-stage and the back-stage by Malaysian and other communities.  It also investigates 
whether or not the Malaysian festivals, which are the case studies for this research, have 
any influence on the ‘authenticity’ of a Silat performance, which will be investigated from 
organising committees’ decision-making processes, the experiences and perspectives of 
audience members amongst the Malaysian communities and non-Malaysian visitors, and 
that of the Silat performers themselves. 
  
Thesis Structure 
Chapter Two deals with the background of Silat in order to introduce to the reader the 
significance of this martial arts to the Malay people in Malaysia, especially in terms of 
Malay history and identity.  It also looks at how Malays and other ethnic Malaysians view 
cultural heritage in their homeland from the current or modern perspective.  The later 
sections in this chapter briefly examine the interactions between Malays and non-Malays 
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in Malaysia from both historical and contemporary perspectives in order to determine the 
reasons for their views and attitudes toward Silat and cultural heritage.  
The academic debates regarding the primary concepts of cultural heritage and 
performance are presented in Chapter Three as the basis of my theoretical framework.  
This is followed by the unpacking of the concepts of identity and authenticity within the 
cultural heritage and performance literature to elaborate on the cultural, social, and 
political circumstances that influence performances of cultural heritage in past and present 
settings.  I then examine the importance of cultural heritage and its performance in 
diasporic context, especially in diasporic cultural festivals.  
Chapter Four explains the research methodology and the methods that I have used 
in my research.  Living heritage and constructivism are the paradigms that served as the 
structure for my fieldwork in the locations of the festivals.  Three case studies – Malaysian 
festivals in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney – are introduced, with a detailed explanation 
of the field research that was undertaken in the respective locations.  Chapter Four 
concludes with a presentation of my fieldwork analysis strategy that divides my 
investigations into three parts: Pre-Festival; Festival Day; and Post-Festival.  
Chapters Five, Six and Seven are my three results chapters.  Chapter Five, the 
performance chapter, focuses almost solely on Silat: its place in the festival and with some 
foreshadowing on how Silat links to authenticity, identity and heritage.  The authenticity 
chapter, Chapter Six, focuses on the differences between the performances of heritage at 
the festivals here in Australia compared to what happens in the homeland.  Although 
detailed comparison is beyond the scope of this PhD, there is a discussion of perceptions 
of whether or not the performance of Malay and Malaysian heritage in the festivals in 
Australia are deemed to be authentic in the eyes of those who witness the performances, 
as well as those who perform them. 
Chapter Seven focuses on identity, and on perceptions of whether or not the 
performance of Malay and Malaysian heritage in the festivals represents the diasporic 
communities that perform, organise and witness the performances.  The discussion 
compares these perceptions across the three festivals and examines whether different 
perceptions exist amongst the multiple identities of performers, organisers and audience 
participants that include ethnic, multicultural and diasporic communities.  The chapter 
reviews the Silat performances as well as other Malay and Malaysian heritage activities 
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presented at the festivals such as food, costumes, and games to provide a review of the 
representation of identity in these festivals that goes beyond the performance of Silat. 
Chapter Eight is the discussion chapter.  It amalgamates and extends on the 
specific discussions in the previous result chapters.  I connect each of the result chapters 
to each other and to the general concepts of cultural heritage, performance, identity and 
authenticity, with the purpose of answering the research questions.  I demonstrate that 
negotiations between the different stakeholders are very significant in establishing the 
representation of identities through intangible cultural heritage performances.   
Diasporic cultural festivals allow various performers to negotiate their ideas, and 
skills, and fuse them in order to produce distinct cultural heritage performances.  My 
findings demonstrate that Silat performances in Australia are not the same as those in the 
homeland.  Despite the differences, I argue that heritage performances in the diaspora can 
still be considered as ‘authentic’ Malay and Malaysian heritage.   
Silat performances in Australia are still about identity and authenticity, but a different 
understanding of identity and authenticity in comparison to Silat in the Malaysian 
homeland.  This difference in the understanding of identity and authenticity is based on 
both the living heritage aspect of Silat and the performance of Silat.  My research on 
diasporic Silat performances shows that identity is centred on the performance of Silat, 
while authenticity is centred upon the perception of Silat as living cultural heritage.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
SILAT ORIGINS AND REPRESENTATIONS IN MALAYSIA 
 
The martial art of Silat is shrouded in myths and legends that have paved the way for its 
various interpretations in both the past and the present.  Stories are passed orally from 
teacher to student in a perpetual cycle that has survived to this day through the living 
practice of Silat.  These stories and the lore that they contain are found in many parts of 
the ‘Malay Archipelago’ that encompasses insular Southeast Asia and Peninsula Malaysia 
(Miller 2010:24; Figure 2.1).  Silat is not only a cultural heritage, but also a symbol that 
represents both the overall Malay people and the different Malay ethnicities such as the 
Javanese, the Minang, and the Bugis (Hatin et al. 2011:2).  As I show in this chapter, Silat 
is a shared Malay heritage that is being negotiated in the modern context according to 
national boundaries and the cultures within them. 
 Silat is a generic term that Malays use to name the various martial arts that exist in 
Southeast Asia, especially the ones inherited and practised by ethnic Malay people in 
Malaysia, southern Thailand, Indonesia, Brunei, Singapore and the southern Philippines.  
Although Silat represents Malay culture, the Malaysian context examines the relationship 
between Silat and Malay identity from both Malay and non-Malay perspectives.4  These 
perspectives are influenced by incidents in the past that are now intertwined with 
contemporary discourses and practices of ethnic cultural heritage in Malaysia.   
In order to understand the way Silat is performed in the diaspora, it is imperative to 
understand the Malaysian origins of Silat in the Malaysian heartland and what meaning 
and role Silat plays today in its ancestral homeland.  Therefore, this chapter examines the 
                                                          
4 The role of martial arts in the creation of identity has been the subject of many contemporary studies of martial arts.  
Hsu-Ming Teo (2011:46), for example, investigated how Chinese films connect Chinese martial arts to the concept of 
national identity as well as to the notion of ‘authentic’ Chinese identity where martial art masters represent this 
authenticity.  Bowman (2015:146) expounded on the influence of media and culture on the subject of martial arts and 
identity, whether collectively or politically, focusing on the Filipino martial arts of Kali or Escrima.  And Green (2014) 
looked at the practice of the Fifty-two Hand Blocks (the 52s), a martial art developed by Americans of African descent, 
and how it has been revived to act as a representation of an idealised past and an ‘original’ culture of its practitioners.  
These discourses on martial arts and identity highlight the variations that exist, not only in terms of the types of 
martial arts, but also the way in which martial arts are being used by individuals and groups to tackle concerns with 
their identity. 
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origins and traditions of Silat before linking this martial art to the current Malay and non-
Malay representations in Malaysia.   
 
 
Figure 2.1: The Malay Archipelago, 1880 (Source: Ancestry Images. Image by www.ancestryimages.com)   
 
The Martial Art of Silat 
Martial arts are a systematic way in which humans learn and implement specific methods 
of fighting that utilise physical skills that are balanced with mental and spiritual capabilities 
to defeat an opponent (Skidmore 1991:135).  As stated by Farrer and Whalen-Bridge 
(2011), not only has martial arts ‘survived centuries of transmission’, they are also: 
microcosms of culture par excellence for the way in which the practices and communities 
interact with and sometimes organize other ways of knowing and being, including what we 
tend to call philosophy, religion, magic, medicine, and theatre (Farrer and Whalen-Bridge 
2011:9).        
Bowman (2015) elaborates that any study of martial arts involves the opposing notions of 
authenticity and change (Bowman 2015:6).   
Malaysian authors have engaged mostly with the documentation of various Silat 
styles and schools where the focus is on both the history and the techniques used in Silat 
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(Abdul Rahman Ismail 2008; Anuar Abd. Wahab 1992; Ku Ahmad Ku Mustaffa and Wong 
Kiew Kit 1978; Sheikh Shamsuddin 2005; Tuan Ismail Tuan Soh 1991).  Foreign authors 
are mainly interested in the different aspects of Silat such as dance (Pauka 1996, 1998; 
Hardwick 2014) and mysticism (Farrer 2006, 2008).  Even though Wilson (2009, 2011) and 
Kartomi (2011, 2013) did their research in Indonesia, their findings on the effects of 
nationalism on Silat reflect the situation in Malaysia due to Silat’s existence as a shared 
cultural heritage of the Malay people in Southeast Asia, as well as the designation of Silat 
as a national heritage by the two countries. 
 The side-effect of nationalism and sports on the practices and performances of Silat 
was shown through Kartomi’s (2011) work with the Suku Mamak people in Indonesia.  She 
found that sporting competitions in Silat: 
de-emphasize the pesilat’s [Silat practitioner’s] ability to improvise creative solutions to 
unexpected dangerous situations, the mystical or religious and ethical benefits of 
performance, but they encourage adaptation to new kinds of live performance situations 
and on the media, and sometimes limit variability in order to present a unified style believed 
to represent an ethno-linguistic group’s identity (Kartomi 2011:67). 
The standards and regulations that govern Silat competitions do not reflect the real-life 
applications of Silat.  A Silat practitioner is not allowed to share techniques in sporting 
competitions that were envisioned and formulated under the guidance of a teacher or 
Guru.  Although Kartomi stated that sports nationalism causes both bad and good 
changes, she did not elaborate on the positive outcomes that focused on the unified 
identity that Silat as a sporting discipline could represent. 
 The sports version of Silat could represent a national identity through the 
amalgamation of various Silat styles that exist inside a country.  Wilson (2009) studied the 
characteristics of the Jurus Wajib – a form of Silat competition that emphasises the artistic 
quality of Silat – that was formulated by the Indonesian Pencak Silat Association (IPSI) in 
order to conform to the government’s nationalist agenda.  By combining different moves 
from different Silat styles that exist throughout the Indonesian archipelago, the Jurus Wajib 
is considered a symbol of a unified Indonesian nation (Wilson 2009:109).  This 
standardised form of Silat, with its fixed set of amalgamated movements, sacrifices both 
the creativity that practitioners could generate from movements that originate from different 
regions, as well as the application or meanings behind those movements. 
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 Both Kartomi (2011) and Wilson (2009) used performance as a way to understand 
the effect of national standardisation on Silat.  The former identified the performative 
aspect of Silat as a survival tool that was able to generate a positive outcome from the 
nationalisation process.  Silat sport competitions provide the platform for Silat to be 
performed to a large, even global audience with the assistance of the mass media 
(Kartomi 2011:67).  Silat is no longer confined to the village or national boundaries, but 
can be identified internationally.   
However, according to Wilson (2009), this presentation of Silat through 
competitions, encourages a misconception of what Silat represents.  The removal of 
accompanying musical instruments during a Silat performance and the use of 
standardised movements that are void of meaning disavow the identity of multiple and 
distinct Silat variants that exist throughout the Malay Archipelago (Wilson 2009:110-111).  
Although Wilson mentioned ‘cultural heritage’ in his article, he did not expound on that 
concept in his overall evaluation.  Likewise, and as the literature implies, the title of 
‘national heritage’ isolates the cultural heritage aspect of the genre from the overall 
understanding of Silat in these countries’ national agendas. 
In order to perceive Silat as cultural heritage, this martial art needs to be viewed 
from the perspective of the Malay people.  The warrior culture of the Malay people 
permeates to modern times through the inheritance of Silat from one generation to the 
next.   
    
Silat and the Malay Warrior Culture 
Before the spread of Silat to other parts of the globe, this martial art could only be found in 
Southeast Asia.  Aside from Silat’s unique geographical origin, the myths pertaining to its 
origin are found in various places within the Malay Archipelago.  There is one Silat myth in 
particular that is common throughout Malaysia (Maryono 2000:36-37).   
The myth relates the story of a husband and his wife.  The husband, either drunk or 
angered due to losses in gambling, beat his wife upon returning home (Farrer 2006:29-30).  
One day, when the embattled wife brought her clothes to wash at a nearby river, she 
witnessed a fight between a crane and a snake.  She was amazed at how the two animals 
evaded and attacked one another.  After the incident, she decided to practise the 
movements she had seen at the river.  When the husband next attacked his wife, she 
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subconsciously used the movements she had practised to evade her husband’s attack.  
This continued for some time until the husband fainted from exhaustion.  As the story 
goes, the wife eventually taught her husband those movements to allow him to participate 
in a local competition that was held to find a suitable warrior for their king.  The husband 
won the competition and became a respected and disciplined warrior. 
As depicted in the myth, the emphasis of Silat performance is on movements – the 
offensive and defensive displays of both crane and snake – and their applicability in 
human conditions.  Movements of the body by martial artists pertain to the way in which 
practitioners use their entire body to execute the various techniques of their respective 
styles.  These techniques are enhanced through rigorous training and practice to develop 
the skills of a martial artist, whether it involves the use of hands or legs for striking or for 
grappling.  Facal (2017:61) observed a multitude of techniques, both empty-handed and 
with weapons, in just one style of Silat from Indonesia.  Mroz (2017:41) and Samudra 
(2008:669) found in their respective investigations that even the simplest of movements 
may contain many variations.  All of these variations have been developed due to the 
various situations that martial artists experienced.  Lefebvre (2016:96), for example, 
observed that two practitioners of Aikido, who were engaged in a mock self-defence 
sequence or kata, had produced small variations in each of the eleven repetitions of the 
same basic structure in a limited time period.  Wetzler (2015:25), in contrast, observed that 
variation of styles or schools that exist for Karate are developed due to the fusion of 
existing styles and not from a single source.  This means that Silat performances, 
especially in a diasporic context, are very likely to contain variations in their movements 
while maintaining the same overall structure as found in the homeland.  I will discuss 
aspects of change and cultural fusion in the perpetuation of living heritage as a central 
theme in this thesis. 
The movements found in Silat can be ‘soft’ due to their elegance akin to a dance, or 
‘hard’ where the physicality of the movements is more combative (Zainal Abdul Latiff 
2012:385).  Silat practitioners are supposed to reach a balance between both soft and 
hard movements.  This balance is also practised in other martial arts such as Taiji and 
Aikido (styles that emphasise softness over hardness) and Karate and Thai boxing (styles 
that emphasise hardness more than softness) (Brudnak et al. 2002:485).  In order to 
achieve this balance, Silat practitioners must endure harsh training and continuous 
practice before they are able to perform their understanding of this balance in front of 
audiences.  The relationship between soft and hard is also implanted into the lifestyles of 
 24 
 
the practitioners through the continuous practice of Silat as a means of survival in various 
conditions. 
Silat has been used by Malays in the past to survive difficult social and political 
circumstances.  In Peninsula Malaysia and the eastern parts of Sumatra, the legend of 
Hang Tuah is famous for both martial and diplomatic reasons (Braginsky 1990:401).  Hang 
Tuah was an admiral in the Malaccan Empire who rose in popularity due to his skills in 
Silat and his cunning diplomacy.  His prowess in defeating pirates on both land and sea 
elevated his status from a mere Silat practitioner to a legendary admiral of an empire.  
Farrer (2006:26) also stated that one particular way for Malays to attain status in their 
society was to become a prominent Silat teacher or master.  In essence, the expertise in 
Silat could assist in personal elevation in the Malay social stratum. 
In the modern context, the function of Silat in gaining social status is achievable 
through sports and politics.  Zainal (2012) noticed the significance of the sports version of 
Silat amongst the youth in Malaysia.  Sports Silat, or Silat Olahraga, was developed in 
1979 by the International Federation of Pencak Silat or PERSILAT (Anuar Abd. Wahab 
1989:5).  Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore and Brunei are the founding nations of 
PERSILAT.  Silat Olahraga has spread to other countries around the world to the extent 
that the first Silat World Championship was held in 1982 with seven participating countries 
that included the Netherlands, the United States of America, Germany and Australia 
(Anuar Abd. Wahab 1989:7-8).  The success of this sport version of Silat in becoming a 
major annual sports event with the promise of fame, glory and prizes, has significant 
impact on the way Malaysian youth value this form of Silat.  Silat, in the eyes of the youth, 
is not just a traditional martial art, but has become a way to accumulate wealth and 
popularity through sports.   
Due to the focus on winning points, Silat Olahraga has omitted some of the skills 
and techniques for which Silat is best known, such as strikes to dangerous points on the 
human body; the grappling skills that could maim or break bones; and the use of hidden 
blades and weapons that could incapacitate enemies in the most efficient manner (Facal 
2014:6-8; Wilson 2009:106).  Silat sports athletes are only taught to win points by either 
hitting the body protectors worn by their opponents or the use of leg sweeps to make the 
opponent fall to the ground.  Therefore, the youth who becomes a Silat athlete would not 
understand the complete picture of what Silat is, which is an art of war and self-defence. 
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The advent of Silat Olahraga and its portrayal as a watered-down martial art is an 
example of the modern state of survival of Silat where rules are enforced to curb needless 
fighting and where firearms are king.  Malay Silat practitioners no longer need to wear their 
Keris dagger on their waist for status and protection (Muhammad Haji Salleh 2006:401).  
Armed police officers are dispersed to protect civilians.  These civilians differ from their 
ancestors who could fend off aggressors by using their Silat knowledge and skills, 
accumulated through years of learning and experience.  In contemporary terms, Silat 
practitioners rely on the performative aspect of Silat to connect to ancestral ways of life.  In 
other words, performances of Silat in the form of a warrior dance enable today’s Silat 
practitioners to inherit the skills of their ancestors that were mostly omitted in the sports 
version of Silat.               
                
Silat: The Malay War Dance 
Silat is a martial art that is a living sanctuary for Malay lore, etiquette, and traditional 
knowledge of the universe (Farrer 2006:38; Kartomi 2011:56).  To acquire the necessary 
skills to make them capable of defending themselves, Silat practitioners had to train at a 
young age in the ‘gelanggang’ or training area (Farrer 2008:33).  The social function of the 
gelanggang is reminiscent of the ‘balai’ in Austronesian culture (Blust 1976:36).  The balai 
is a public space that is erected near the vicinity of the ‘rumah’ or house and is used for 
social gatherings and other public events.  While the main house is for private use, the 
balai is a communal space for miscellaneous activities.  Therefore, a balai could also serve 
as a gelanggang for Silat training and performance.    
There would be a small area inside the gelanggang, usually a raised platform that is 
specifically for the ‘Gendang Silat’ (Kartomi 2013:18).  The Gendang Silat is a Malaysian 
term that denotes an ensemble of musical instruments that includes the gendang ibu, 
gendang anak, serunai and gong that are played by musicians to accompany Silat training 
(Figure 2.2).  In West Java, Indonesian Silat practitioners use their version of Gendang 
Silat (i.e. ‘kendang’) to accompany the steps and gestures of their Silat dance 
performances (Wilson 2009:110).  Other regions of Southeast Asia that utilise musical 
instruments in Silat include West Sumatra, South Kalimantan and East Java. 
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Figure 2.2: Gendang Silat (personal collection) 
Silat masters and practitioners believe that the Gendang Silat can raise the 
‘semangat’ or spirit of the practitioner, especially during the training of choreographed fight 
sequences (Farrer 2008:35; Sutton 1995:689).  As a remnant of ancient Austronesian 
belief, semangat is also defined as the ‘vital force’ of a living being (Laderman 1988:801; 
Wiryomartono 2013:219).  Silat practitioners can feel their energy being lifted through the 
rhythms and melodies that are rendered by the Gendang Silat instruments.  This link 
between music and Silat is strikingly similar to that of Capoeira – an Afro-Brazilian martial 
art – where the accompanying music administers messages to Capoeira practitioners 
during their sparing sessions (Joseph 2012:1079).  The difference between Silat and 
Capoeira, however, is the former’s additional attention to the inner force or semangat of 
the practitioner and not just the physical movements. 
Silat practitioners in Malaysia train every day and night for some three to four 
months to master the basics of Silat’s movements completely; this includes the bunga or 
‘flower’ and the buah or ‘fruit’ (Razha Rashid 1990).  Bunga is a set of steps, gestures, and 
positions that allow the practitioner’s body to hidup or ‘become alive’.  In other words, 
bunga trains the reflexes of the practitioner whereby offensive and defensive actions can 
be undertaken spontaneously and effectively.  Buah, on the other hand, teaches the 
techniques of evading, blocking, parrying, striking, locking, grappling, and some acrobatics 
that are useful in actual fights.  Both bunga and buah may be practised with empty hands 
and/or with weapons.  Those who have finished learning bunga and buah can choose to 
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continue their training with their masters or instructors for higher level techniques or they 
can return to society. 
 The main contributor to Silat’s characteristic as a warrior’s dance is the bunga.  
Bunga is not just the name of the basic element in Malay Silat, but is also a performance 
genre that occurs in Malay wedding ceremonies and is usually performed without weapons 
and is accompanied by the Gendang Silat musicians.  Silat Pulut or ‘glutinous rice Silat’ is 
a typical bunga performance.  The glutinous rice dish is the main delicacy at Malay 
weddings and it is a symbol of royalty, a status that is specially given to the bride and 
groom on their wedding day (Rosmaliza Muhammad et al. 2013:273-274).  Thus the name 
was given to this bunga performance due to its popularity in Malay wedding celebrations, 
especially in the northern and east coast regions of Peninsula Malaysia. 
If seen by a non-practitioner of Silat, the steps and gestures in the bunga would 
appear as merely a dance and not representative of a martial art.  Although the myth of the 
husband and his wife is concerned with the idea that triggered the self-defence and 
fighting aspects of Silat through the wife’s observation of nature, it does not explain the 
reason for using movements that are akin to dance.  Farrer (2006:30) suggested that the 
dance-like movements in Silat are used to camouflage the lethal nature of Silat’s 
techniques.  This is also one of the bases for Zainal’s (2012:381) argument that the 
graceful moves were probably developed to keep Silat masters from being bored during 
their creation of new techniques for their Silat. 
 Whether it is to fight boredom or to deceive opponents, Silat’s warrior dances are 
still being propagated to a new generation of practitioners.  Places such as West Java, 
West Sumatra, Brunei, and Malaysia are known for their culture and expertise in these 
warrior dances (Anuar Abd. Wahab 1992; Facal 2014; Pauka 1996, 1998; Tuan Ismail 
Tuan Soh 1991; Wilson 2002).  The cultural heritage of Silat in Malaysia has faced various 
challenges in the post-colonial era from both internal and external forces.  Silat masters 
and practitioners had to adapt to the changing times, which ultimately shaped the way Silat 
is both practised and perceived by Malaysians today.        
                      
Silat in the Malaysian Context 
Malaysia gained its independence from Britain in 1957.  The transition from being 
dependent on British hegemony to being a nation-state in its own right caused a gradual 
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shift in the attitude of the Malay people towards Silat.  The previous colonial period had 
minimised the significance of Silat as an important asset for Malay men and women alike 
(Wazir Jahan Karim 1990:16).  Gone were the days when men wore the Keris dagger on 
their waist and when women hid the Kerambit blade in their hair (Ishak et al. 2014:19; 
Wilkinson 1910:27).  This Malay warrior identity may have become obsolete were it not for 
the contribution of Silat masters and practitioners who inherited the martial art culture 
despite being in a colonial environment.  This was due to Silat’s nature as an intangible 
cultural heritage that could be transmitted from one generation to the next and could also 
be done in secrecy.  Nevertheless, the departure of British political rule and social 
dominance did not bring about an immediate re-acceptance of Silat as a significant cultural 
heritage by the Malay people due to the arrival of other martial arts from beyond 
Malaysia’s borders. 
The spread of martial arts from China, India, Japan and Korea into Malaysia was 
due to factors such as the migration of Chinese and Indian people; the internationalisation 
of these martial arts through sports; and the lack of identity amongst the Malay people as a 
consequence of colonialism (Carstens 2003:326; Jeong Deok Ahn et al. 2009:1716; Zainal 
Abdul Latiff 2012:390).  In order to compete with the growing popularity of foreign martial 
arts, some Silat masters had to forego the dance aspect of Silat and focus only on Silat’s 
combative capabilities (Sheikh Shamsuddin 2005).  As Hans Bonde observed, martial arts 
can be romanticised through the literary works of others who are outsiders to the original 
culture of these martial arts (Bonde 2009:1527).  In the case of Silat in post-colonial 
Malaysia, Malay Silat practitioners were the ones who romanticised Silat by displaying 
public performances of choreographed fighting and relating these performances to the 
golden age of the legendary Hang Tuah and other Malay folklore (Zainal Abdul Latiff 
2012:391).  The years following independence saw a gradual increase in Silat groups and 
organisations that spurred other changes to Silat in Malaysia.      
The development of Silat in Malaysia throughout colonial and post-colonial periods 
had a tremendous influence on the overall nature of Silat performances.  In terms of 
appearance, the pre-colonial attire for Silat was what the people were wearing as part of 
their daily lives.  The typical Malay male attire, for example, comprised a combination of 
shirt and pants; headgear; a sash, and a sampin (a piece of cloth tied to the waist and 
extended to the knee, much akin to the Scottish kilt) (Abu Talib Ahmad 2010:12; Figure 
2.3).  In the post-colonial era, clothing for Silat had developed into black uniforms with a 
sash and headgear (Anuar Abd. Wahab 1989:20-21).  The black colour is associated with 
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the shadow or the soul of the practitioner (Farrer 2006:39).  Black is also a suitable 
background for the badges of different Silat organisations or groups.  These badges may 
serve as an identifier to certain Silat groups, but the skills and knowledge of a Silat 
practitioner can be identified through their performances. 
 
Figure 2.3: Traditional Silat attire (personal collection) 
 
Silat Pulut and other performances are no longer restricted to the Malay villages or 
certain regions in Malaysia.  Technology and the media have changed the demographic 
and geographic access to cultural heritage performances (Akins and Binson 2011:243).  
Digital cameras and mobile phones have made it possible for Silat performances to be 
recorded and broadcast on social media.  Websites such as YouTube and Dailymotion 
have also made these performances accessible to the viewership of the global community.  
Video and audio recordings of the music and performance of the Gendang Silat are also 
available on the Internet.  These digital recordings are not a form of fossilised 
documentation due to the fact that they are being shared through the Internet (Silberman 
2010:90).  In other words, the digital manifestation of Silat and Silat performances is 
readily available to both Malays and non-Malays anywhere in the world.   
Still, the globalisation of Silat also allows foreign culture to influence Silat 
performances.  As mentioned by Brown and Leledaki, the interactions between the East 
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and the West in cultural matters can generate unplanned cultural exchanges (Brown and 
Leledaki 2010:131).  Malay weddings, especially in the big cities such as Kuala Lumpur 
and Penang, have been influenced by Western wedding processions and ceremonies 
such as the cutting of a wedding cake and having musicians with Western instruments as 
the main performance during the wedding reception.  The harp, the violin and the piano 
have replaced the Gendang Silat in many of these ceremonies.  Even in the villages, some 
Malay weddings have exchanged the performances of Silat for other popular 
performances such as a village music band and a disc jockey who entertains the guests 
with selections of music that range from Malay folksongs to rock ballads.     
Faced with the influence of globalisation on its cultural heritage, amongst other 
reasons, the Malaysian government established the National Heritage Act in 2005 (Nur 
Izzati Mohd Rodzi et al. 2013:413).  Silat was one of the 241 cultural heritage assets that 
were given national heritage status.  As there is no standard form or style of Silat or Silat 
performance that is claimed to be the national heritage representative in the 2005 Act, 
Silat has continued to be performed in its various forms in Malaysia.  In other words, the 
various Silat styles and schools in Malaysia are viewed as a single cultural heritage entity 
under the Act.  The 2005 National Heritage Act is merely a list that generalises Silat 
without acknowledging the differences that are still being transmitted by their practitioners.   
One of the various forms includes the sports version of Silat or Silat Olahraga 
(Anuar Abd. Wahab 1989:5).  Silat Olahraga provides the opportunity for non-Malays in 
Malaysia and in other countries to learn an aspect of Malay culture that has taken a 
modern interpretation in the form of sports.  However, traditional Silat styles in Malaysia 
are still mostly kept amongst the Malays, and non-Malays could only learn both the fighting 
and the artistic aspects from ‘self-proclaimed gurus’ (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:390).  Some 
of these Silat teachers are known more for their enterprising conduct with their students, in 
which money is the main exchange for Silat education, than for their knowledge and skills 
in Silat.   
As time has passed, the role of Silat has shifted from a tool for human survival into 
something exotic that is in need of reinterpretation in order to maintain its significance 
amongst the present Malays.  Nevertheless, most Malays in Malaysia who inherit and 
practise traditional Silat maintain a strong hold on the spread of this martial art inside their 
country.  In the following section, I demonstrate how the British colonial system in Malaysia 
had a lasting impact on the relationship between the major ethnic groups of Malays, 
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Chinese and Indians to the extent that access to certain cultural traditions, such as Silat, is 
seen as a daunting cross-cultural barrier.  
 
Cultural Representations in Malaysia 
The relationship between colonialism and modern cultural representation in Malaysia 
started at the outset of British imperialism in Southeast Asia.  A latecomer to the European 
invasion of the region, the British had the opportunity to observe the strategies 
implemented by the Dutch in the Dutch East Indies (i.e. Indonesia) and the Spanish in the 
Philippines.  These European powers were willing to destroy any native opposition that 
dared to challenge their authority (Lian Kwen Fee 2001:869).  In order to implement this 
iron-fist rule, the Europeans engaged in a policy of indirect rule where native rulers were 
treated with respect as long as they could keep their followers from causing disruptions to 
the colonial agenda. 
 The British exercised both direct and indirect rule over Malaysia by forcing the 
Malay rulers on the Peninsula to collaborate with the colonisers and to become 
protectorates under the British Empire.  These strategies influenced the survival of the 
Malay people and of their identity, despite the colonisers’ promise that the British would 
not meddle in Malay beliefs and customs, or ‘adat’ (Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid 2007:376).  
By maintaining the status quo of the Malay rulers, the British assisted in the preservation 
of an ancient Austronesian political system.  The earliest documentation of this system 
was written by Chinese envoys to early Malay kingdoms.  Also known as ‘mandala’, this 
system differs from both Chinese and British understandings of a kingdom, due to the fact 
that a mandala concentrates on the power of the king or ruler over the people (Munoz 
2006:73-74).  The rule over territory or castle is of lesser importance.  In other words, 
when a Malay kingdom’s place of power is obliterated, the kingdom may still continue to 
exist as long as the ruler is alive, regardless of where the kingdom is relocated.  This form 
of Malay traditional ‘royalist’ governance was even referenced by the Kingdom of Brunei to 
establish its own constitution after British rule (Fanselow 2014:98-99;105).  Therefore, if 
the British had decided to eliminate Malay rulers from the Peninsula, the Malays in 
Malaysia, including Brunei, would have lost an important aspect of their culture. 
In their effort to absorb the lands of the Peninsula into the Empire, the British were 
faced with the difficult task of mapping the borders of all the Malay kingdoms that they had 
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encountered in their imperialistic quest.  The British needed to classify their colonies based 
on the amount of power and influence that the colonials were able to generate.  Malaya – 
the name that the British decided to call their new territory – did not have a strong British 
presence in terms of numbers (Lees 2011:49).  Thus the British developed a system of 
territorial classification based on types and limitations of British hegemony (Figure 2.4).   
 
Figure 2.4: British Malaya circa 1922 (Image by Bukhrin – adapted from www.google.com.my)  
 
The Straits Settlements comprised Penang, Dinding, Melaka and Singapore, where 
the British had the greatest overall influence due to the lack of Malay rulers in these lands 
(Lees 2011:49).  The Malay kingdoms that had to relegate most of their political power to 
the British were called the Federated Malay States (Lees 2011:50).  The remaining 
kingdoms in Malaya allowed the British to assign a colonial representative as advisor, and 
they became the Unfederated Malay States.  Thus the Malays were faced with a new 
reality where their sense of space and socio-political influence were manipulated and 
moulded according to British rule.  At least the Malays made the transition a very daunting 
task for their colonisers due to the difference in territorial understandings.  The mission to 
classify territories would also require the classification of the people within these lands 
(Pannu 2009:438).  Misinterpretations of culture due to lack of understanding and cultural 
stereotyping are among the consequences of these colonial actions.     
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Racial Profiling and Cultural Stereotypes 
As difficult as it was for the British to map the Malayan terrain in accordance with Malay 
understandings of land ownership, the attempt to map the demography of the inhabitants 
was even more difficult.  Various Malayo-Polynesian ethnicities had lived in the Malay 
Peninsula prior to the arrival of the British (Hatin et. al. 2011:4).  People from Java, 
Sumatra, Borneo and other islands co-existed with the Indigenous (which includes both 
the ‘state-centred Melayu’ and the ‘autonomous tribal-centred’) people of the Peninsula 
(Benjamin 2002:11).  Some came to trade and immediately returned to their respective 
islands, while others stayed and inter-married with Indigenous spouses.  There was no 
concept of a unified ‘race’ amongst these people.  The banner of unity existed in the form 
of kingdoms in which the ruler is above all in regards to political power (Milner 2012).   
 The colonial system of ‘define and rule’ involves the ability to discern the various 
groups of people that occupy a colony, and to manage these groups based upon selective 
and stereotypical criteria in order to establish social and political dominance (Gabriel 
2015:789).  British Malaya was established on this system.  Nevertheless, it was a 
tremendous task for the colonisers, especially since those who were colonised were not 
defined as one people or race.  Eventually, due to their decision to bring foreign labourers 
from China and India into the agricultural and mining industries of Malaya, the British had 
to make their own definition of these various Malayo-Polynesian ethnicities in order to rule 
them as a singular entity.  The first census that classified the people in Malaya as 
‘Chinese’, ‘Indian’ and ‘Malay’ was used in 1891 in the Straits Settlements (Gabriel 
2015:790).  The idea for the ‘Malay’ race category was taken from an idea proposed by 
colonial officials in 1805 who based this race on the Malay language or ‘Bahasa Melayu’ 
that was spoken and understood by the various ethnicities in the Southeast Asian region 
(Reid 2001:303).  Paula Pannu summarised the situation of the Malays: 
The idea that people ought to be categorised as members of states and races, that the 
state [was] composed of a territorial unit and that historical accounts should take on a 
standard narrative structure were not present in Malay thought on the eve of colonial rule 
(Pannu 2009:441).   
This new racial profile was a hotchpotch of different ethnicities that shared some similar 
cultural traits.  One of these traits was the practice of martial arts, now known collectively 
as Silat. 
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 Silat and traditional games were already in existence amongst the many ethnicities 
that were amalgamated as the ‘Malay’ race.  The British felt that the Malays needed to be 
civilised in accordance with colonial standards.  One of these civilising methods was 
through sports (Brownfoot 2002:131).  The British introduced sports such as football (i.e. 
soccer), rugby, and cricket to their colonies.  These Western sports were seen by the 
colonists as substitutes for Malay traditional sports, which they deemed as inferior and 
lacking important skills such as teamwork.  It was through these imported games that the 
British could exude their supposed superiority in both cognitive and physical abilities.   
Although football became a popular sport throughout the different layers of Malay 
society, other British sports were played mainly by the aristocrats and the wealthy.  The 
need for uniforms, clubs, and various accessories became a barrier for non-elite 
participation (Brownfoot 2002:138).  Malay farmers, fishermen and other peasant groups 
continued to fill their leisure time with traditional Malay games that still exist today, such as 
Sepak Raga, Wau or kite-flying and Gasing or top-spinning.  Nevertheless, sports such as 
rugby and cricket allowed Malay elites to interact with the British as well as new groups of 
Chinese and Indians, whom the Malays might not have had the chance to meet due to the 
racial and labour segregation that was prevalent in colonial Malaya (Brownfoot 2002:135).  
These interactions differed from previous friendships and alliances that were formed 
between Malays and non-Malays prior to British imperialism. 
    
Malay and non-Malay Interactions 
Migration to and through the Malay Peninsula is nothing new and has a very long history.  
The strategic location that the Malay Peninsula occupies has made it a beacon for various 
people from around the region and beyond for generations.  Its central position is akin to a 
heart where the blood that runs through it, comprising the innumerable visits and travels 
made by sailors and merchants from Europe, Arabia, the Indian subcontinent, China, 
Japan and the multitude of islands of the Malay Archipelago (Gabriel 2015:788; Heng 
2013:502).  Chinese and people from the Indian subcontinent were the most frequent 
travellers and were the most intimate with the ‘Malays’ of the Peninsula.  This intimacy 
also led to intermarriage between these various people to the extent that new hybrid 
cultures came into existence.  These Peranakan (or ‘descendants’) cultures were practised 
by Chinese or Indian migrants who were born in the Peninsula and who had accepted 
Malay lifestyles in the midst of their Chinese or Indian customs (Ansaldo 2010:616).  They 
 35 
 
can still be found mostly in the previous Straits Settlements states of Penang, Melaka and 
Singapore. 
 In order to maintain order and stability in these places, the British established 
partnerships with Chinese brotherhood societies.  Merchants and labourers who came to 
Malaya brought with them the culture of ‘kongsis’, or brotherhoods (Lees 2011:51).  These 
brotherhood societies were established to assist members in safety and monetary matters.  
Membership of societies was based along the lines of clans, ethnicities, or places of origin.  
Chinese traders and workers in Malaya grew exponentially in numbers due to British 
support.  The workers were mostly tin miners, while the merchants flocked to Malayan 
towns as the British paved the way for these merchants to become the middlemen in most 
businesses (Zawawi Ibrahim 2010:9).  Unlike the Chinese, Indians were fewer in numbers 
and were mostly concentrated in areas dominated by rubber tree plantations (Zaid Ahmad 
2007:140).  Faced with the lack of manpower and the money to manage their towns, 
British administrators obtained the assistance of the kongsis to curb criminal or hostile 
threats.   
 As the kongsis became more empowered through time, clashes and riots were 
common amongst rival gangs who wanted to dominate the status quo.  Some of these 
groups even had Malays and other non-Chinese members (Lees 2011:62).  However, 
Chinese dominance in Malayan towns was halted by the invasion of the Japanese during 
the Second World War.  Left by the British to fend for themselves, Chinese people were 
persecuted by the Japanese (Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid 2007:384).  Non-aristocratic 
Malays, on the other hand, were given opportunities to become administrators in the new 
government, which had previously been limited to British, non-Malay and Malay elites 
during British Malaya times.   
The period of Japanese Malaya contributed to the rise in ‘ethno-nationalist identity’ 
amongst both the Chinese and Malay communities due to the way they were treated by 
the Japanese (Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid 2007:384; Hutchinson 2015:142-143; Reid 
2001:308).  Anti-Japanese and pro-Japanese sentiments arose amongst the Chinese and 
Malays respectively.  These emotions turned into violent clashes between the two 
communities immediately after the Japanese surrendered Malaya back to the British.  
Survivors of these clashes reported the ferocity and bravery of the Malays who used their 
skills in Silat to defeat their opponents (Farrer 2006:33).  These incidents were in stark 
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contrast to the relatively harmonious co-existence that had occurred between the Chinese 
and the Malays prior to the British colonial era.   
Nevertheless, the sentiments of Malay communities towards the Chinese were 
redirected towards the British when the Malayan Union was proposed in 1946 (Hutchinson 
2015:143).  After the war, the British had to contend with a different scenario in Malaya 
where the Malays, due to the favour given to them by the Japanese, were more organised 
and had experienced both administrative duties and militancy.  Therefore, in order to re-
consolidate their powers in Malaya, the British proposed the Malayan Union.   
The Malayan Union was a proposal for a new government that would forfeit full 
control of political power from the various Malay rulers to the British Crown and would 
grant citizenship to all the inhabitants of Malaya (Lian Kwen Fee 2001:870).  Furthermore, 
the Union promised to bestow equal rights to all its citizens, regardless of race or creed.  
Thus, the Union threatened to undermine the two things that the British had previously 
promised: not to interfere in Malay ‘adat’ or customs; and not to try to influence the religion 
of Islam.  Aljunied (2013) explained the reasons Malays felt threatened by the proposal: 
It is a consequence of their enculturation, growing up in a society where kings (rajas) of the 
Malay states were seen as the unifying factors and cornerstones that held the fabric of the 
Malay society together, much as Islam was regarded as a marker of Malayness.  To most 
Malays, the disappearance of the monarchies from the Malayan landscape was unthinkable 
and unfathomable because they regarded the rajas (kings) as pillars of the Malay society, 
even though those pillars could well require a radical reformation to ensure their continuing 
relevance (Aljunied 2013:162).  
For the first time in the history of Malaya, Malays from all walks of life were united in their 
opposition of the Malayan Union proposal. 
Malay elites and political organisations were able to convince their kings to 
relinquish some of their powers to a unified government if their combined forces were 
successful in ousting the British from Malaya (Cheah Boon Kheng 1988:24-26).  These 
Malay rulers also promised to allow the Chinese and Indians to remain in the various 
Malay states as citizens of a non-British ruled country.  Therefore, there was broad 
agreement amongst most Malays, Chinese and Indians to oppose the Malayan Union.  
Independence was finally achieved in 31 August 1957 through peaceful negotiations 
(Bunnell 2007:415).  Then, in 1963, the country was renamed as ‘Malaysia’ after the 
inclusion of the Bornean states of Sabah and Sarawak (Reid 2001:309).  The peaceful 
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alliance between the Malays and Chinese lasted for almost twelve years until 13 May 
1969. 
A general election was held in May 1969, and when the polls were counted, the 
opposition party had won.  There are many accounts of what occurred after that, but the 
incident on 13 May has become a sensitive issue.  The 13 May racial riots pitted the 
Chinese against the Malays, reminiscent of the era after Japanese rule in Malaya (Zaid 
Ahmad 2007:151).  The violence was so severe that a state of emergency was declared in 
Kuala Lumpur and throughout other Malaysian towns and villages.  As in the previous 
clashes that occurred after the departure of the Japanese from Malaya, Silat was used by 
the Malays not only to defend themselves but also for the defence of the Malay ‘race’ 
(Farrer 2009:80).  In other words, the colonial formulation of racial unity amongst the 
Malays became a justification for Malays to use Silat to fight for their people as a whole 
against the threat of others.  This re-interpretation of Silat along the line of race sowed 
distrust and fear, amongst the non-Malays, of a martial art that encompasses more than 
just fighting.  The riots eventually ended but the consequences had tremendous impact on 
the relations between the three major races in Peninsula Malaysia.       
 
Malay Political and Representational Dominance 
Independence from the British might have been achieved in terms of the end of foreign 
rule and British presence.  However, the British ideology and the system of rule were very 
much fixed in accordance with pre-independence Malaysia.  As mentioned above, the 
Malay idea of the power of the ruler did not equate to material or territorial possessions 
(Munoz 2006:73-74; Pannu 2009:441).  Power lies with the life of the ruler and the number 
of the ruler’s followers.  A kingdom would only be destroyed once the ruler and the ruling 
family were faced with their mortality.  British ideology in their Malayan colony, in contrast, 
relied on the defence of the central location of power as well as the pursuit of territorial 
gains. 
 The British implemented a system of rule where people were segregated according 
to their race.  Racial distinction influenced the distribution of labour and wealth (Gabriel 
2015:787).  Non-elite Malays were forced to focus on agriculture.  Malays of royal and 
aristocratic blood were given opportunities to work as administrators under the British.  
Chinese labourers were placed in tin mines, whereas the merchants prospered in towns as 
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middlemen and were also given rights to govern the safety of these towns.  Most of the 
people who were brought from the Indian subcontinent were relocated to rubber 
plantations. 
 The independence of 1957 saw the inheritance of these colonial legacies by these 
three groups on the Peninsula (Gabriel 2015:791).  Even the Constitution was developed 
in relation to the past colonial rulers.  The existence of a definition for ‘Malay’ in the 
Constitution is an example of the British legacy.  A Malay is defined as ‘a person who 
professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, conforms to Malay 
custom’ (Malaysia 2010:153).  This definition represents the British classification of Malay 
people as a singular racial entity.  The Malay ‘race’ to which the British refer was in fact an 
amalgam of diverse Malayo-Polynesian or Austronesian ethnicities who each had their 
own identities and who did not refer to themselves as a unified nation of peoples (Reid 
2001:303).  This also means that not all of these people, identified by the British as 
Malays, were of the Islamic faith.  Nevertheless, the Malaysian Constitution had 
established the identity of Malays in Malaysia that is followed to this day.   
 The acceptance of this singular racial identity by the Malays, along with the events 
of the racial riots in 1969, meant that Malay dominance in Malaysian politics became even 
more racially motivated than had been the case in the period before and immediately after 
independence.  The United Malay National Organisation or UMNO was initiated during the 
Malayan Union controversy and became the leading movement for Malay ‘ethno-
nationalism’ against the British (Hutchinson 2015:142; Singh 1998:242).  UMNO also led a 
national alliance or Barisan Nasional (BN) with the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) 
and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) (Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid 2007:390; Cheah 
Boon Kheng 1988:26; Zaid Ahmad 2007:145).  This alliance still dominates the Malaysian 
political scene and has formed the Malaysian government for the past 59 years. 
 UMNO and their allies have implemented the British legacy of ‘define and rule’ 
throughout their years in power (Gabriel 2015:789).  Aside from official government 
slogans, there is minimal effort to inculcate the idea of a single Malaysian nation amongst 
the populace.  This political status quo has also influenced the cultural scene in Malaysia.  
Gabriel (2015) explains that ‘official multiculturalism in Malaysia serves to separate and 
segregate rather than to include and incorporate’ (2015:795).  She refers to Tourism 
Malaysia’s slogan of ‘Malaysia Truly Asia’ as her primary example.  The cultural 
representations that accompany the tourism slogan showcase the diverse Malaysian 
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people who each have their own food, clothes, and other ‘identity markers’ (Chong 
2012:8).  This method of representation, as Gabriel argues, conveys the message that 
Malaysians are living together but at the same time are separate from each other.  In fact, 
Malaysians do share certain cultural aspects such as food with each other.  Some of these 
food items such as laksa and roti canai are so common that it is difficult to classify them as 
belonging to a single Malaysian ethnic identity. 
 Officially controlled representations of culture are most evident in government-run 
tourism attractions.  Hoffstaedter (2008) observed the dominance of Malay representations 
of identity, or ‘Malayness’, in two Malaysian theme parks (2008:152).5  Other cultures were 
sidelined and only represented in performances in order for visitors to focus their 
appreciation on both the tangible and intangible Malay cultural heritage.  Even amongst 
the Malays themselves, one group’s interpretation of a cultural heritage might exclude 
other forms of interpretations.  As Hoffstaedter (2009) argued, the dominance of Islam as 
the ‘chief identity marker’ of the Malay people had foreclosed the animistic and Hindu 
backgrounds of the Mak Yong dance (2009:539).   
Even the martial art of Silat was not spared from such contested interpretations.  
The most famous incident was during an UMNO general assembly where one of the Malay 
politicians brandished an unsheathed Keris to the audience as a symbol of Malay power 
(Gabriel 2015:799).  In reality, the Keris has long been both a ‘magico-religious object’ and 
a weapon of war for the Malays (Farrer 2009:66, 80).  Even amongst Silat practitioners, 
one only unsheathes the dagger in battles and not during a peaceful political assembly.  
Therefore, the use of a Silat weapon as a symbol either to unite Malays or to show Malay 
hegemony is an example of when racial politics derived from the British colonial era 
continue into the present, and act to disregard and disrespect the sentiments and thoughts 
of other Malays and non-Malays through the use of cultural heritage representations.                      
         
Conclusion 
The modern Malaysian context presents a variety of challenges for the practice of Silat.  
This Malay martial art, however, has encountered different types of challenges in the past.  
The history of Silat in many ways mirrors changes that have occurred to Malay culture 
                                                          
5 Fanselow (2014:107-108) also observed a similar dominating presence of Malay representations over non-Malays in 
museum galleries in the Kingdom of Brunei.  
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generally, as a result of invasions, colonial rule, ethnic clashes, and the impacts of 
modernisation, including the digital age.  Silat inheritors and practitioners will continue to 
face challenges such as this in the future due to Silat’s characteristics and status as both a 
cultural heritage and a performance art that represents Malay identity.  In Chapter Three, I 
elaborate on this connection between heritage, performance, and identity from a 
theoretical perspective as the basis for my investigation into the purpose of Silat 
performances in a diasporic context.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Silat has maintained its significance amongst Malays in Malaysia by balancing the surge of 
modernisation and globalisation with Silat’s grounded values and traditions.  The result of 
this balancing act is the dynamic development in the uses and meanings of Silat, as a 
cultural heritage performance, that we see today.  In this chapter, I review literature that 
discusses the interrelated concepts of performance and heritage.  I examine, in particular, 
the underlying issues of authenticity and identity in regards to cultural heritage 
performances.  I end the chapter by examining case studies that focus on diasporic 
communities and their practices and performances of cultural heritage.             
      
Social and Cultural Performances 
A ‘performance’ is defined in the social sciences as an act or practice (Kapferer and 
Hobart 2005:11).  Kapferer and Hobart (2005) described ‘performance’ from the 
perspective of the participant where ‘participants in performance are thoroughly conscious 
of their action or practice as a performance to be witnessed or participated in as such’ 
(2005:11).  This focus on conscious behaviour by the performer was initiated by Erving 
Goffman.  Goffman (1959) theorised that a person’s behaviour or presentation of the self 
in public is influenced by social expectations and rules of behaviour.  In other words, a 
person who acts in a performance is not only conscious of what he or she is doing, but is 
also conscious of what the public anticipates or expects from the performance (Goffman 
1959:251).  Furthermore, the performer is governed by social regulations and thus the 
performance itself must not go beyond the norm that would cause disturbance to the 
values in a society (Goffman 1959:13). 
 Goffman’s theory relates the world from a ‘dramaturgical’ perspective (Hogan 
2010:378).  In normal day-to-day life, a person experiences reality by managing two 
regions of representation: the front region and the back region (Goffman 1959:107,112).  
The front region or ‘front-stage’ refers to the time and place when performers are in front of 
other people.  Goffman argues that, due to this context, performers are bound to present 
themselves in a manner that society appreciates or finds to be proper, in accordance with 
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cultural norms.  Regardless of who a performer meets, his or her attitudes and actions are 
enacted under the scrutiny of the observers.  Therefore, according to Goffman, a 
performer will always present a persona, or self-identity, that is designed to reflect social 
rules, and this performance will therefore have the potential to be ‘inauthentic’, in terms of 
the actor’s personal beliefs (Goffman 1959:113). 
 An authentic self, Goffman argues, is present mainly in the ‘back-stage’ – when a 
person is in a private space and moment (Goffman 1959:112).  Nevertheless, due to this 
state of privacy, the authentic self is usually hidden from others.  This also means that the 
real self is a natural state of being, whereas the self that is presented in the front-stage 
requires a performance or an act in order to impress the observers.  This ‘impression 
management’ is not a denial of one’s true self; rather it is the acceptance of the fact that 
the interaction between the self and society is filled with fabrication through the use of 
performance (Moeran 2005:902).  However, as Goffman discovered and discussed in his 
later writings (e.g. Encounters [1961] and Stigma [1963]), social interactions demand more 
than just understanding the existence of the dramaturgical divide. 
 In Encounters, Goffman (1961) realised that interactions that occur in society 
depend on the situation of the actual encounter.  An encounter can be either friendly or 
violent (Fincher and Shaw 2011:540).  As Goffman explored earlier, and in more depth in 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), the front-stage is where a person presents a 
self that is in accordance with the perspectives, or expectations, of onlookers.  Due to the 
diversity of encounters, the presented self fluctuates as the individual tries to adjust 
according to these encountered expectations (Goffman 1961:7).   
Goffman continues to develop his theory of front-stage performance in Stigma 
(Goffman 1963), where he argues that the way other people treat or view a person 
depends on the existence or absence of stereotypes.  These stereotypes are generally 
negative and in many instances force those who are stigmatised, as a result of stereotypes 
of them held by others, to adjust not only their inauthentic, performative self but also their 
outward identities, such as their names and looks, in order ‘to fit in better’ (Valenta 
2009:360).  Whatever the situation may be, the stereotype becomes the contextual ‘frame’ 
that influences the interactions between various people (Goffman 1974).  
In Frame Analysis, Goffman tackled the question of changes or negotiations in 
social performances in their different contexts (Goffman 1974).  Goffman used ‘frame’ to 
indicate the contexts or settings where face-to-face interactions between people occur 
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(Jacobsen 2010:19).  Interactions within these frames, according to Goffman, involve 
‘strips’ or random occurrences that break or halt a continuing activity (Goffman 1974:10).  
Furthermore, within these frames and strips there are ‘keyings’ or transformations in the 
way people interact.  Goffman gave many examples of keyings.  One in particular is the 
way people greet one another.  The greeting is the activity, but it can include kissing and 
even trading mock blows with one another (Goffman 1974:47).  ‘Ceremonies’ and 
‘technical redoings’ (Goffman 1974:48) are among the other ‘keys’ that Goffman 
elaborated in his work that I found to be useful in my own research.  These keys include 
social rituals such as marriages, funerals and rehearsals (Goffman 1974:57-59).  I would 
include cultural festivals in the category of key.  This is due to the fact that a festival is a 
form of public celebration that ‘reflect[s] the internal life of a community’ (Derrett 
2008:107).  However, my research does not observe changes or negotiations in the way 
people interact with one another; rather, it investigates the way people present and 
perceive a cultural heritage performance in a diasporic frame.  In my research, I look at 
changes and negotiations that pertain to Silat performances in the diaspora and 
investigate the reasons behind the permutations that were adopted in the performances I 
both observed and enacted.  In other words, my investigation focuses on both cultural 
performance (Silat) and the social performances of individuals and groups that revolve 
around Silat in their festival and diasporic frames.             
Despite the importance of the concept of ‘frame’ for understanding the variations 
that occur in the various Silat performances I investigated, my research does not 
incorporate ‘the most minute details of interaction’ to the extent that Goffman argues is 
necessary for frame analysis (1974).  For example, Goffman’s approach to frame analysis: 
seemed to exclude from consideration the impact of forces and variables beyond the frame 
of the situation at hand, and therefore seemed to suggest, as many symbolic interactionists 
did, that the situation could be fully understood as a self-contained unit of analysis without 
recourse to matters outside its frame (Berger 1986:xv).  
I argue that the immediate form of interaction that occurs during a cultural performance is 
between the performers and their audiences.  The exclusion of factors beyond the 
interaction between cultural performers and their audiences, which Goffman’s Frame 
Analysis has as its focus, limits the opportunity to understand how cultural performances in 
cultural festivals are used to express identities, especially in a diasporic context.  The 
centrality of ‘context’ in my research acknowledges a role for front-stage and back-stage 
performance as informing performance practice and social meaning, but does not 
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countenance the omission of the impact of external forces on the final presentation of the 
performance.   
Consequently, I argue that a social performance involves more than just how a 
person interprets his or her behaviour in relation to social norms.  Interactions between 
different individuals or groups require the use of speech and body movements as tools to 
communicate needs and feelings.  My research entails the study of the presentation and 
interpretation of the ‘self’ during a Silat performance, particularly performances in a 
diasporic situation.  As such, I examine how Silat performances may reflect the multiple 
identities of Malaysians in Australia to understand ‘performance’ from both social and 
cultural perspectives.  In this, I have been influenced by the work of Milton Singer (1972), 
whose anthropological work in India raised the concept of performance as a 
communicative process through the use of cultural expressions.  Singer’s concept of 
‘cultural performance’ is composed of methods of communication that include language, 
song, dance, and other cultural expressions (including martial arts) that are used by a 
culture in various ways in order to communicate with others (Singer 1972:76).   
Victor Turner acknowledged Singer’s ‘cultural performance’ as the principal work 
that promoted the general shift in anthropological theory from ‘structure to process, from 
competence to performance’ (Turner 1986:21; see also Royce 2004:2-3).  As a process, 
cultural performances are susceptible to change due to temporal, spatial, and even 
emotional factors.  The latter corresponds to the mood or feelings of cultural performers 
that influence their expressions.  Turner also contributed to this discourse, in a way that 
harkens back to Goffman’s idea of change in social performances, by his elaboration of 
Singer’s ideas on ‘cultural performance’, stating that: 
cultural performances are not simple reflectors or expressions of culture or even of 
changing culture but may themselves be active agencies of change (Turner 1986:24). 
In other words, a cultural performance has the potential to generate creative and 
innovative ideas pertaining to culture.  This elucidation of the significance of cultural 
performances as agents of change is a precursor to the development of the study of 
performances or performance studies, which started as a collaboration between Turner 
and the theatre director-researcher, Richard Schechner (Lewis 2008).     
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The Contributions of Theatre 
Prior to his contributions to the concept of ‘cultural performance’, Turner engaged in the 
study of public performances (Turner 1969; 1975; 1982).  Turner discovered that public 
performances reflect their communities’ efforts to represent their identities.  A public 
performance, in essence, is a display of the collective identity of a community that 
developed from the process of identity formation.  This process differs from Goffman’s 
presentation of self that places more emphasis on how individuals or small groups adjust 
their performances in the front-stage based on the perceptions and stereotypes held by 
others.  As Turner argues, a community’s identity that is presented in public performances 
is formulated by the community itself and not solely on how others perceive the 
community. 
 Although Goffman recognised the relationship between an individual or group on 
the one hand, and observers of the actions of the individual or small group on the other, he 
did not analyse the relationship of an individual to his or her own performance.  Goffman 
scrutinised the action of an individual based on encounters with others, but he limited his 
argument by confining the ability of an individual to one that only reacts to others, and not 
someone who induces a reaction through a performance.  This can be clarified further by 
reviewing the works of theatre-based scholars such as Schechner (1985) and Zarrilli 
(1984).   
Schechner confronted the idea of performance from both personal and cultural 
aspects (Schechner 1985).  The concept of performing the self that Goffman (1959) 
initiated was extended by Schechner from his experience in theatre.  Schechner argued 
that when an actor is performing on a theatrical stage, the actor is presenting neither the 
real nor the inauthentic self to the audience, but the acting self, which corresponds to the 
role that the actor is performing (Schechner 1985:112).  An actress, for example, performs 
a role that is not actually a representation of her true self.  She merely acts out the role she 
has been given, based on her skill to imitate a character or a persona.  By contrast, a 
cultural performer, who bases her performance on the cultural skills that she has inherited 
from her teacher, is performing who she really is when she is in front of others.  This 
means that there is another layer to the performance of self that is evident amongst 
cultural performers, but this is not restricted to theatrical or cultural stages.  As Zarrilli 
(1984) has shown, martial artists are similar to theatrical artists in terms of their inheritance 
of knowledge or ‘strips of behaviour’ (Zarrilli 1984:191) from their masters or teachers.  
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Nevertheless, martial artists differ from actors in terms of the performance of their art.  This 
is because a performance by a martial artist is not a role but in fact represents his/her 
actual self, as I will demonstrate in my data and analysis chapters.    
Schechner (1985) and Zarrilli (1984), therefore, have revealed that the performing 
self is not restricted to either Goffman’s individualism or Turner’s collectivism in regards to 
the performance of self or group identity but, rather, is a complex combination of both.  A 
stage actor or a martial artist performs in front of an audience that knows and 
acknowledges that what they are witnessing is a performance by an expert individual or 
group.  However, the performance by the martial artist is not governed by audience 
perceptions.  In other words, the martial artist performs based on what he or she has 
experienced and mastered, as well as the norms of the martial arts’ community.  This is 
not based on social norms (i.e. outside the martial arts’ community) or what the audience 
thinks of them.  In this sense the martial artist, as a representative of particular cultural 
performers, presents a personal identity that is real in terms of his or her profession or 
hobby, and at the same time represents a collective identity as a member of a group of 
performers that is known and acknowledged by the society.   
Goffman argues that it is only in the back-stage that authenticity resides.  
Schechner’s analysis, however, reveals the existence of two types of back-stage.  The first 
is equivalent to Goffman’s ‘back’ region, where authenticity exists (Goffman 1959:112).  
But the second back-stage is the actual area at the back of a cultural stage where a 
performer makes the necessary preparations.  Here the relationship between authenticity 
and in-authenticity becomes even more complex.   
A professional actor who is preparing his/her role at the back of the stage is doing 
so in the presence of other actors or event staff.  This situation requires the actor to 
present his/her actor self – an inauthentic self – in front of others who are also similarly 
presenting their character selves to this small audience of other actors and organisers.  In 
other words, both Goffman’s front-stage and back-stage may occur together at the region 
at the back of the stage.  Thus, when an actor comes in front of the audience, the actor is 
maintaining the inauthentic presentation of the self that began during the preparation for 
the performance, continuing this inauthentic self while performing his/her acting role to an 
audience; and all the while the audience knows and acknowledges the acting profession: 
the inauthentic persona of the actor him/herself.  This acknowledgement means that the 
people in the audience are prepared to experience an actor who is performing an authentic 
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act that is nevertheless inauthentic of the actor’s self.  The authenticity of the act originates 
from the profession of the actor and not from the actor him/herself (Becker 2015:111).   
The concept of cultural performance as explained by Singer (1972) was expanded 
by Schechner (1985).  The latter agreed with Singer’s definition of cultural performance as 
a communicative process.  For Schechner, performances are more than mere physical 
outcomes of a process.  Their purpose is to be displayed as they were meant to be as the 
result of dedicated practice and training, for the satisfaction of the audience. 
These situations – arguments, combats, rites of passage – are inherently dramatic because 
participants not only do things, they try to show others what they are doing or have done; 
actions take on a ‘performed-for-an-audience’ aspect (Schechner 1985:74). 
As a result of this ‘performance-for-an-audience’ relationship, Schechner acknowledged 
the contextual and situational variations that are inevitable consequences of this cultural 
performance disposition.  When changes occur to the context of a cultural performance, 
not only are audience reactions altered in response to different contexts, but also in 
response to the ‘content and quality of the performance itself’ (Kominz 1988:199).  Bruner 
(2005), for example, revealed that tourists who experienced a cultural performance in Bali 
were satisfied with the performance and the performers, but were dismayed by the fact 
that the performance was held at a place that was not in the performance’s ‘traditional’ 
context.  This mismatch between stage and performance influenced tourists’ perceptions 
to the extent that they regarded the overall performance as inauthentic.    
 A mismatch can also occur in cultural performances between the performer and the 
culture that he/she performs due to changes in the meanings of the performance.  
Schechner’s introduction of the concept of ‘restored behaviour’ (Schechner 1985:35) that 
developed from his understanding of changes in cultural performances can be viewed as a 
more detailed explanation of Turner’s ‘agencies of change’ (Turner 1986:24).  Schechner 
focused on time as the factor that influences change in performance.  As time changes, 
new generations of cultural performers rise to replace their predecessors.  However, the 
meanings and interpretations of a cultural performance may be affected by temporal and 
generational changes.  MacCarthy (2013) revealed that Namibian youths, for example, 
acquired past traditions from their elders, which these youths then re-interpreted in their 
own way and performed to tourists as new interpretations of traditions.  This example 
reveals the reality that cultural performances absorb, and may negotiate, change through 
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time, as well as through the experience – or inexperience – of their performers and other 
cultural stakeholders.  
For new generations to continue the cultural performances of their ancestors, the 
new performers engage in what Schechner has called ‘restored behaviour’, where a 
cultural performance that is believed to have been performed by previous generations is 
‘re-performed’ in the present (Schechner 1985:35; see also Whigham 2014:5).  Therefore, 
a performance that has arisen from ‘restored behaviour’ is, according to Schechner, 
probably not authentic (in terms of the original tradition), especially if the performance and 
its meanings have experienced change since their inception in the past.  We can see this 
in the practice of Silat. 
 The martial art of Silat embodies both the front-stage and the back-stage 
simultaneously through the practice of bunga (see Chapter Two), which not only influences 
the movements of other Malay cultural performances such as the Mak Yong (a dance 
drama that originates in the state of Kelantan) and the Main Puteri (a ritualistic healing 
theatre that originates in the state of Terengganu) (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:381), but also 
gives Silat the additional identity as a ‘Malay folk dance’ (Farrer 2006:29).  However, as I 
indicated in Chapter Two, this aesthetic and performance aspect of Silat in Malaysia has 
declined in recent years due to the rise in popularity of the fighting applications of the 
genre.          
The changing nature of cultural performances has been the impetus for numerous 
performance studies, especially analyses of performances that address issues of cultural 
exchange.  Schechner (1985), as well as theatre colleagues such as Zarrilli (1984; 1988) 
and Barba (1988), were proponents of studies of performances that focused on exchanges 
of techniques and movements from various theatrical traditions and cultural performances 
around the world (Grau 1992; Schechner 1985; Zarrilli 1984).  They called this 
‘intercultural research’ in performance (Grau 1992:3).  This intercultural undertaking that 
advocates the adopting of technical and physical aspects of performances regardless of 
their origins (Schechner 1985:35) is not without its critics.   
Bharucha (1993), for example, argued that rather than partake in what he views as 
the unethical mission of interculturalism – based on a mix-and-match paradigm that occurs 
without historical, ethnic, or national boundaries – he preferred to undertake a study of 
different performances, using an holistic approach that requires a full understanding of the 
historical, cultural and spiritual backgrounds and meanings of these performances.  
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Ramanathan (2000) also added psychological background and the life histories of 
performers to Bharucha’s list of holistic research approaches.  In other words, these 
authors argue that cultural performances are not only physical movements that can be 
duplicated by outsiders, but are also often laden with multiple values and meanings that 
have accumulated through time in their respective cultures.  It does seem like these non-
Western scholars prefer an intracultural approach more than the intercultural.  This can be 
seen from Bharucha’s (1996) experiment with his own theatrical production that combined 
‘Bengali, Marathi and Tamil contexts of the same play’ (Bharucha 1996:118).  By 
amalgamating the contexts of different traditions that exist inside India, Bharucha 
succeeded in producing an intracultural theatrical play that resists non-Indian theatrical 
forms or influences (such as the intercultural).  Through these intracultural undertakings, 
ancient songs and dances can be represented in non-traditional settings by new 
generations of performers.  Therefore, these performances that were transmitted from 
previous generations can be used in the present as well as in different contexts. 
Zarrilli, in his quest to discover movements in traditional martial arts that may be 
used for his theatrical productions, argued that a martial artist ‘performs his art as an 
actual and as himself’ (Zarrilli 1984:191).  Zarrilli implies by this that a martial arts 
performance is a real presentation of the martial artist’s self due to the fact that the martial 
artist is performing what he or she is skilled in doing after years of training.  The 
performance is also underscored by years of philosophical study that situates the martial 
art as much more than just a series of physical movements, as I demonstrated in Chapter 
Two.  I argue, as Zarrilli does, that a martial arts performance showcases the real-life 
practice of the performer and is not just an act that must conform to the norms and 
expectations of society (cf. Goffman 1959), nor is it an act perpetrated due to theatrical 
scripts (cf. Schechner 1985).  Nevertheless, this situation might only be applicable to 
martial arts performances that are performed by real martial artists.  My investigation of 
cultural performances of a martial art in diasporic context is informed by the opposing 
views between Zarrilli’s honest representation and Goffman/Schechner’s suggestion of 
pretence, as well as the impact this may have on the ‘authenticity’ of the performance.  
The fact that Silat is generally considered a traditional martial art with strong performance 
traditions, means that it is important to distinguish between ‘tradition’ and ‘heritage’ in the 
context of my research. 
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Performance of Tradition and the Silat Context 
The performance of tradition is synonymous with the performance of arts such as songs, 
dances, theatres, and martial arts (Royce 2004; UNESCO 2003; Taylor 2008; Zarrilli 
1984).  Martial arts such as Silat are unique in their genre due to their various elements 
involving other than self-defence.  The other aspects include rituals and gestures that can 
be used in different performance contexts.6  In other words, the movements that make up 
the actions performed in Silat are not only used to defend oneself, but can also be 
performed in their own cultural settings as well as in modern theatre productions.  Krishen 
Jit (1984), for example, witnessed the use of Silat in a Malaysian theatre production, 
‘calling attention to its elaborate and intricate gestures and poses’ (Krishen Jit 1984:129).  
Silat may also be used to enhance the skills of theatre actors and actresses through 
‘relaxation, intuitive awareness of self and other selves, concentration, memorisation, 
spontaneity, breath work, and efficiency in movement’ (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:397).  
Other authors, such as Delamont (2006), Pauka (1996; 1998) and Sharma (1989) have 
also investigated the use of martial arts in various performance contexts.  They found that 
although these performances have been transformed into their theatrical contexts, they still 
showcase authentic martial arts techniques and skills. 
Silat is a prime example of the intertwining of relationships between an art of self-
defence and a performing art.  Due to Silat’s strong status as a ‘tradition’, why do I choose 
not to focus on the concept of ‘tradition’, rather than ‘heritage’, to facilitate my research?     
 In Hobsbawm and Ranger’s The Invention of Tradition, Hobsbawm (2012) argued 
that a tradition exists not only as a thing from the past, but may also be creatively 
produced in the present to meet socio-cultural or political needs and contemporary 
agenda.  Hobsbawm defines ‘invented tradition’ as: 
a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or 
symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by 
repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past (Hobsbawm 2012:1). 
                                                          
6 Downey (2002) and Fuggle (2008) explain that in Capoeira, variations of movements exist through the practices of 
individual performers.  Capoeira involves a method of teaching through the use of music and rhythm such that the 
practitioners of Capoeira discover what the martial art means on a personal level (Merrell 2005:26).  It is a form of 
authentication that does not exclusively involve the ritual component of the genre, but also requires personal 
development, as performance relates to the skills acquired through the body of the practitioners.      
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According to Hobsbawm, in most cases, an invented tradition is an effort to form a 
connection to history through actions in the present that are deemed appropriately linked 
to the past by those who invented the new iteration of the tradition.  Although this 
connection is ‘largely factitious’, it enforces invariant practices to the invented tradition 
(Hobsbawm 2012:2).  In his distinction between ‘custom’ and ‘tradition’ (which includes 
invented tradition), Hobsbawm clarified that custom is the way that certain things are 
always done, whereas tradition refers to the ‘formal paraphernalia and ritualised practices’ 
that complement the action being done (Hobsbawm 2012:3).  These ‘new traditions’ can 
be inserted into the old traditions or developed from the old traditions by taking ideas from 
the plethora of social and cultural repositories that might also have existed prior to the 
evolution of the invented traditions.  In this way, even invented traditions can be further re-
invented.  This, I argue, is what happens in the performance of traditional practices, like 
Silat, in the diaspora.     
Hobsbawm’s creative, flexible characterisation of ‘tradition’, however, is often 
challenging for some researchers.  Ellis, for example (1994:14; see also Sullivan 2008), 
demonstrated that many people equate ‘tradition’ with a fixed culture, where customs are 
‘frozen’ in past behaviours.  By referring to ‘tradition’ as a fixed aspect of the past, some 
scholars have associated ‘tradition’ with ‘authenticity’ (critiqued by Andrews and Buggey 
2008).  Tan Sooi Beng (1995), for instance, compared a popular Malay theatre genre in 
Malaysia to older forms of theatre that he deemed as more ‘traditional’ or ‘authentic’ than 
contemporary theatre (1995:602).   
 The idea that tradition equates to authenticity has detrimental consequences for 
Indigenous people, as Gorring (2011) highlighted in her research on the Yugambeh people 
of the Gold Coast, south east Queensland, Australia.  Gorring demonstrated how the 
concept of tradition as something frozen in time has influenced legal cases and court trials 
pertaining to Aboriginal people’s rights to their ancestral lands (see also Weiner 2002).  By 
only acknowledging this narrow definition of tradition, and not the creative version as 
argued by Hobsbawm, the legal system in Australia struggles to recognise contemporary 
Aboriginal people as representatives of authentic Aboriginal culture (Ellis 1994).  The 
consequent stereotype is that authentic Aboriginality is only seen in the lifeways and 
actions of Aboriginal people of the past, or in those who live in accordance with perceived 
‘ancient’ customs outside cities, or in those who still primarily speak in their Aboriginal 
languages.  This has had significant impacts on Aboriginal claims for rights to ancestral 
lands.  Gorring concludes that: 
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The only way to deal effectively with these issues is to be ever vigilant to the constructed 
nature of [terms like ‘tradition’ and to be aware of] such concepts and ideologies which 
inform them (Gorring 2011:247). 
The examples above remind us that the choice of certain terms may be instrumental in 
influencing people’s perceptions of cultural ‘performances’ and any subsequent decision-
making informed by these performances.   
My decision to use the term ‘heritage’ rather than ‘tradition’ in this thesis is informed 
by the preceding discussion, and by two related considerations.  The first of these 
considerations relates to the fact that Silat is now widely recognised as one of Malaysia’s 
designated national heritage icons (Jabatan Warisan Negara 2009).  The second 
consideration relates to the development of heritage studies and the field of cultural 
heritage management that now recognises the important role of intangible heritage in the 
cultural heritage discourse (e.g. Byrne 2013; Prangnell, Ross and Coghill 2010).  Scholars 
in these interrelated fields have contributed greatly to the understanding of heritage, as 
well as acquiring and recommending skills that are necessary to complement the 
knowledge of heritage.  An example of this acquired knowledge is the relationship between 
heritage and tradition. 
Tradition became part of the heritage discourse after scholars realised the dominant 
influence of European perspectives on the definition of heritage and the practice of 
heritage management.  The discourse shifted from only focusing on physical elements of 
heritage, such as natural landscapes and monuments, to the inclusion of cultural practices 
or traditions (Kurin 2007; Meskell 2012; Munjeri 2004).  Indigenous cultures like those of 
the Aboriginal people of Australia have a strong association with natural landscapes which 
their ancestors established long ago as an integral element of their tradition (e.g. Byrne 
1996; 2003).  The threat of extinction of traditional practices and performances quickened 
the inclusion of such elements into the modern definition and focus of cultural heritage 
practice (Meskell 2012).   
 In the initial development of the cultural heritage discipline, cultural traditions were 
viewed mainly from a material or tangible perspective (e.g. Ellis 1994).  Prats (2009), for 
example, defined traditions as manifestations focused more on the material-like outcome 
of a cultural or customary practice and not the entire process of maintaining tradition.  
Although he acknowledged the importance of continuous practice and the mutable nature 
of traditions, Prats associated heritage only to the end product of tradition.  For example, 
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with respect to the culinary traditions of an Indigenous people, from Prats’ point of view, 
only the food that is served for consumption can be considered ‘heritage’.  The knowledge 
and skills within which the menu is situated, as well as the entire cooking process are 
excluded from the overall heritage conservation discourse, in terms of Prats’ epistemology, 
because of their intangibility. 
 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2004) noted another shift in the concept of heritage in which 
a focus on the material end-product of an intangible cultural heritage behaviour (or 
performance) has more recently incorporated the ‘masters’ of the performance as well as 
the tangible end-product of the performance (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:53).  These 
masters are the people who have inherited the knowledge and skills to produce or perform 
cultural expressions.  Their efforts in bridging the past with the present were only possible 
through the transmission of knowledge and skills by the previous generations.  In her effort 
to relate past heritage management practices to this new perspective on intangible cultural 
heritage, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2004:53) compared the old ‘folklore’ model of heritage 
traditions to a new model of heritage.  The former emphasised preservation through the 
documentation of disappearing traditions in order to maintain a record of past existence for 
future knowledge creation.  The new model, however, ‘seeks to sustain a living, if 
endangered, tradition by supporting the conditions necessary for cultural reproduction’ 
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:53). 
 The term ‘living tradition’, however, was used in conjunction with the issue of 
heritage years before Kirshenblatt-Gimblett mentioned it to describe the new heritage 
model.  Even this new model and the issues that developed it were part of that earlier 
discourse.  Ellis (1994) and Ross (1996) discussed the danger of losing the knowledge 
and skills of Indigenous traditional owners if cultural heritage management continued to be 
interpreted from a purely archaeological perspective that emphasised only the physical 
sites of Indigenous people and not the people themselves and their ongoing heritage 
customs and practices.  Subsequent scholars have since championed the shift towards the 
recognition of living heritage traditions, also known as ‘living heritage’, in the study and 
practice of cultural heritage management (e.g. Bradley 2008; Byrne and Nugent 2004; 
Meskell 2012; Prangnell, Ross, and Coghill 2010).  As these scholars have demonstrated, 
living heritage is not just about transmitting traditions of the past into the present.  The 
existence of living heritage in the present includes the contemporary values that people 
place on heritage from both the ancient past and the present.  The fact that these values 
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may change in accordance with modern uses or practices of heritage supports the use of 
the word ‘living’ in living heritage. 
 I argue here that Silat is another example of living heritage, holding values that 
signify its continued significance and relevance from the past into the present.  These 
values, as Zainal (2012) has suggested, reflect Malay values that are inculcated in Malay 
society. 
I highlight Malay values and norms in silat: finding the individuality of the self, avoiding 
direct and confrontational behavior, respecting elders and teachers, and always being 
humble and patient (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:392). 
‘Self’ identification with Silat, as in other martial arts, can be achieved through either 
individual or group practice, and in either private settings or public performances or 
demonstrations (Klens-Bigman 2002:2).  In other words, Silat may be considered the 
cultural ‘frame’ or ‘marking’ that individuals can use to develop personal identities (Carlson 
1996:19; cf. Goffman 1974:157).   
In reality, Silat performances today may be very different from those of the past.  
Practitioners can modify a particular Silat performance after they have mastered the 
principles of Silat.  In order to master Silat, a practitioner must endure great physical and 
mental challenges.  Once Silat becomes embodied into the practitioner through continued 
practice, or what Bourdieu (1977) described as ‘habitus’, a practitioner can, recursively, 
develop his or her understanding of Silat further through participation in Silat 
performances.  Bourdieu (1990:166) explained that habitus is acquired mainly through 
physical actions.  The physicality of the learning process makes it easier for a practitioner 
to embody both the knowledge and skills of the performance – in this case Silat.  A Silat 
performance, whether it is in a private setting (e.g. the training area or gelanggang) or in 
public spaces, allows the practitioner to transition from an initiate in the initial structured 
learning period where the knowledge is transferred directly from teacher to student, into a 
fully-trained practitioner, able to develop a Silat performance.  This indicates that a Silat 
performance provides the practitioner with another level of behaviour through the 
implementation of Silat skills.  In addition, Silat and other martial arts that contain the 
element of cultural performance, such as Kalaripayattu and Capoeira, are at once both 
fixed (e.g. through the transmission of rules/traditions/customs from teacher to student) 
and mutable or ‘fluid’ (e.g. through the actual design and implementation of the 
performance) throughout a practitioner’s learning and performance implementation stages 
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(Delamont 2006; Merrell 2005:20; Zarrilli 1989).  Therefore, it is possible that Silat 
performances in Australia could differ from the performances in the Malaysian homeland 
as a result of local influences (or frames).  This possibility informs my own research on the 
performances of Silat in diasporic Malaysian festivals. 
 As an unexplored subject in cultural heritage management, Silat and martial arts in 
general have the potential to generate new understandings in the heritage discourse.  An 
example of this is the issue of ownership of a martial art.  If Silat is taught to a non-Malay 
person, and that person is then acknowledged to have mastered Silat and is given the 
rights by a Malay Silat master to teach in the homeland of that non-Malay practitioner, 
does this make the non-Malay person a ‘master’ or ‘traditional owner’ of Silat?  The 
research on heritage, especially living heritage, has centred on the heritage owners who 
come from the particular culture from which the heritage originates (e.g. Prangnell, et al. 
2010:141).  In other words, the issue of identity is a primary concern when it comes to 
decisions on who has the right to a living heritage; this will be further discussed later in the 
chapter.  But first I turn to examine the question of authenticity in more detail.     
 
Authenticity: From Anthropology to Cultural Heritage 
Anthropology has a rich history concerning the issue of authenticity.  Theodossopoulos 
(2013) produced a concise anthropological background to the complex meanings of 
authenticity.  First is the legacy of Western philosophical tradition where authenticity is 
either connected to a deep personal quality (the authentic self) or pertains to an exotic 
existence in faraway places (Theodossopoulos 2013:342).  According to this view, an 
authentic self is linked to one’s sense of being that is inaccessible to others in society.  
However, especially in the cultural performance genre, inklings of the ‘true self’ can be 
noticed separately from the performance by other performers through specific expressions 
and movements (Gates 2011:239).  Cultural performances can connect a person’s self to 
a ‘deep structured and pre-conscious origin’ (Niaah 2007:69).  Therefore, from a cultural 
performance perspective, the authentic self can be discerned by both the self and by 
others.                 
 The second layer of authenticity according to anthropology relates to how the 
researcher who studies the meanings of cultural performances in social settings has to 
face the dilemma of evaluating these performances as either authentic or inauthentic.  This 
binary relationship between the authentic and the in-authentic is due to different 
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perceptions of publicly displayed cultural performances.  Cultural performances that are 
based on traditions and cultural heritage of certain communities might be understood as 
authentic by the locals but not so by tourists or visitors outside these communities (Habib 
Saidi 2006:411; see MacCannell 1973).   
Cultural heritage performances in diasporic cultural festivals might also be used for 
galvanising issues of identity.  In this respect, authenticity is ‘considered as a founding 
value for local stakeholders’ in relation to cultural heritage (Bortolotto 2010:110).  The 
merging of authentic identity and authentic heritage can influence the notion of power 
amongst those who ‘profess a specific identity and steward a specific heritage’ (Russell 
2010:33).  However, the idea that cultural heritage performances in cultural festivals are 
signs of certain social or cultural hierarchy is beyond the focus of my research. 
 The question of whether renewed ‘traditions’ are authentic or not is anthropology’s 
third issue with authenticity.  As stated earlier, Hobsbawm’s (2012) notion of the ‘invention 
of tradition’ is not about a fixed form of tradition; rather, it involves the creation and 
innovation of tradition that still holds a connection to the past and at the same time is 
significant to the present.   
As we have seen earlier, an inflexible concept of authenticity is ‘not suitable for 
anthropological analysis’ (Theodossopoulos 2013:353).  Authenticity, as Andrews and 
Buggey (2008:68) state, should be ‘relative, not fixed, and is negotiated, not imposed’.  
This is the premise of authenticity that I use in my investigation of cultural heritage 
performances by diasporic communities.   
        
The Issue of Authenticity: Cultural Heritage Performances 
The relationship between heritage management and the concept of authenticity was 
initiated in the World Heritage Convention in 1972, which emphasised the tangible aspect 
of heritage.  The concept of authenticity in the Convention did not reflect non-Western 
perspectives that do not view authenticity as only inherent in the original materials (Labadi 
2010:67).  Consequently, other international heritage conventions such as the Nara 
document on authenticity (Bortolotto 2010; Labadi 2010; Russell 2010) and the ICHC 
(UNESCO 2003) were devised to cater for the deficiencies in previous notions of 
authenticity. 
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Authenticity is dynamic; in other words, it ‘becomes a relative concept dependent on 
various stakeholders’ expectations’ (Müller and Pettersson 2006:56).  Even the 
authenticity of tangible heritage is dynamic.  The World Heritage Convention can be seen 
as a tool to standardise the concept of authenticity for natural and tangible heritage.  The 
measure of authenticity for the latter, for instance, was limited to four categories of design, 
materials, workmanship and setting (Labadi 2010:67).  Research in heritage has revealed 
that tangible heritage also contains intangible values that were given to objects and 
structures by the people who used them in the past, as well as the new generations of 
inheritors (Byrne 2004; Yahaya Ahmad 2006).   
Natural and tangible heritage that is listed under the 1972 Convention are given the 
status of ‘World Heritage’, when these heritage sites and structures are deemed to have 
‘universal significance’ to all peoples.  Even with that status, people’s perceptions and 
expectations of the significance and authenticity of a heritage element may still be 
influenced by their own values towards that particular landscape or structure (cf. Bender 
2006).  The diasporic context could be another factor in the perception of authentic or 
inauthentic heritage.  That is why my research anticipates the probability of different 
perceptions of authenticity by the stakeholders of Silat performances in Australia as 
compared to the perceptions of in-country practitioners and observers of Silat 
performances.         
Although the word ‘authenticity’ was not mentioned by him, Turner (1986) hinted at 
the idea of authenticity in cultural performance in his book Anthropology of Performance.  
Turner used the words ‘real’ and ‘realism’ to denote an authentic performance (1986:24).  
He stated that ‘what is real is ultimately a matter of cultural definition’ (Turner 1986:24).  
This statement is supported by Alberts and Hazen (2010) in their discussion on 
authenticity at World Heritage sites.  For them, cultural heritage must ‘be judged in its own 
cultural context’ (Alberts and Hazen 2010:60).  This might be true for structures and 
artefacts, but cultural heritage performances are ‘portable’, which means that they can be 
taken to – and performed at – other locations (Gershon 2006:548).  Therefore, for living 
heritage such as Silat, it is important to realise that its performance can be either authentic 
or inauthentic.  This is based not just on people’s perceptions, but also on the way the 
performance is performed in comparison to those practices in the homeland.          
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Performing Authenticity 
MacCannell (1973) initiated the investigation into the authenticity of heritage performance 
by claiming that performances are ‘staged’ and are therefore not authentic.  The back-
stage for a heritage performance, according to MacCannell, is the original context of the 
heritage practice.  This means that a heritage performance such as Silat, according to 
MacCannell, can exist only in its authentic form in the places where Silat originated.  
Therefore, MacCannell refers to the geography or the place from whence a heritage 
performance originated as the main characteristic for the determination of the authenticity 
of a heritage performance.  This is a view of authenticity in performance with which I 
disagree.     
The authenticity of performances is not a standardised notion due to the fact that 
cultural performances are living heritage and therefore susceptible to change.  Scholars 
agree that authenticity is ‘contextually variable’; it is also a ‘social construct’ that can be 
manipulated through the use of heritage performances in order to strengthen authoritative 
agendas (Knox 2008:259; Moeran 2005:904; Warikoo 2007:389).  For example, some 
performances of heritage are officially sponsored by local or state governments as 
attractions to entice tourists.  Living museums and local historical reconstructions such as 
the Western or cowboy-themed Old Town in Arizona are amongst the tourism-centred 
uses of heritage performances (McMullen 2014).  As McMullen stated in her study of Old 
Town, even though visitors are aware of the ‘staged authenticity’ depicted in Old Town, 
they would still travel to the place with their families to experience the theme of the 
American Wild West (McMullen 2014:261).  In this case, tourists perceived the authenticity 
of the visited place and the surrounding performances through the overall experience that 
they encountered in Old Town. 
‘Perceived authenticity’ is a term mostly used in tourism studies to identify tourist 
experiences with heritage sites (Laing et al. 2014:182).  Laing et al. (2014) explain that: 
The reference to perceived authenticity refers to the post-modern argument that 
authenticity is judged in the eye of the beholder, rather than assessed using some objective 
standard (Laing et al. 2014:182). 
The focus of this aspect of authenticity is on the audience and how they ‘gaze’ upon 
heritage attractions (Urry 2002).  Perceived authenticity can also be linked to the way 
tourists view cultural heritage performances.  Urry (2002), for example, connected 
perceived authenticity to heritage performances by stating that these performances ‘are 
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forms of “staged authenticity” made available for visual consumption’ (2002:156).  In some 
instances, perceived authenticity is influenced by factors other than the performance itself.  
Bruner (2005), for example, discovered that tourists’ views of an authentic performance 
are not related to either the performers or the performance (Bruner 2005:205-209).  Rather 
these tourists relate the authenticity of their experience to the stage upon which the 
performances are held.  In other words, the perceived authenticity of a cultural heritage 
performance can be influenced by the locations of the performances, and their surrounding 
atmosphere, as much as by – or even more than by – the performances themselves.   
 Another contribution from tourism studies towards the understanding of authenticity 
from an audience perspective is through the concept of ‘existential authenticity’ (Wang 
1999:350).  Existential authenticity is a term used to understand tourist experiences and 
motivations in relation to heritage sites.  A tourist who observes the existential authenticity 
of a performance is said to be temporarily experiencing an ‘authentic self’ (Lamont 
2014:2).  This authentic sense of self occurs when visitors to a heritage site relate what 
they observe to their own sense of identity.  Hede and Thyne (2010:698), for example, 
investigated the experience of visitors to a heritage museum that was once the home to 
one of New Zealand’s celebrated authors.  The visitors, as Hede and Thyne discovered, 
felt as if they were genuine house guests because they were given freedom to venture 
through the house by themselves.  In other words, the visitors related a sense of personal 
connection to the original occupants of the museum. 
The concept of existential authenticity may also be experienced when tourists or 
visitors to a cultural event encounter performances that reflect their own cultural identity.  
Foster (2013), for example, investigated the experience of local Japanese tourists to the 
Japanese New Year’s Eve ritual of Namahage.  The ritual involved a demon-deity figure 
that is brought to life by volunteers who chase members of the audience.  Even visitors, 
according to Foster, ‘not only see the Namahage, but experience the thrill of being chased’ 
(Foster 2013:320).   
All of these discussions of authenticity focus on the perceptions of the consumers of 
a performance, but what of the perceptions of the performers themselves? 
Although studies of performers’ views of their performances are limited, there have 
been some such studies.  Cole (2007) investigated how government officials, villagers and 
tourists perceived authenticity of ritual performances in Eastern Indonesia.  Villagers, as 
Cole indicated, welcomed tourists’ participation in actual rituals that were held in their 
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village settings.  However, despite encouragements by government officials, villagers 
viewed the staging of rituals just for the tourists as inauthentic.  Even a collective 
understanding of the authenticity of cultural performances can be widely contested 
amongst the different individuals and groups in a community, as Martin (2010) has shown.  
These debates occur in the back-stage and away from tourists’ gaze and prove that ‘the 
[cultural] performances are alive with cultural meaning for those involved’ (Martin 
2010:543).  From an individual basis, Zhu (2012) discovered that a performer’s view of 
authenticity is linked to his/her sense of personal identity that ‘is constructed through his 
consistent interaction and negotiation with the real world’ (Zhu 2012:1509).       
The initial application of the authenticity concept, taken from Goffman and applied 
by MacCannell, highlighted a negative view of audiences towards performers of heritage.  
By placing the back-stage on the pedestal of authenticity, MacCannell inevitably 
supplanted the authentic backgrounds of performers with a general sense of fabrication or 
fakery in the foregrounds of performance practitioners.  A similar issue was discussed by 
Fife (2004) writing on Goffman’s seminal concept of the presentation of self.  Fife accused 
Goffman and his supporters of being ‘modernists’ who instilled confusion by dichotomising 
authenticity according to the back and front regions (Fife 2004:75): 
Suggesting that there is a necessary difference between front stage and back stage 
behaviour is really a suggestion that one arena of performance is more ‘real’ than the other 
arena (that is, that ‘real’ behaviour takes place back stage – which is a place where we are 
‘more like ourselves’ and ‘less fake’).  This parallels my earlier discussion in the paper 
about the modernist notion of an ‘authentic self,’ which relegates specific behaviours or 
particular material objects to the negative category of the ‘fake’ (Fife 2004:75). 
A heritage performer’s background would provide a good indicator of the authenticity of a 
heritage performance.  Granted, there are instances where people are merely acting the 
part of traditional owners, such as in living museums where ‘an inauthentic presentation of 
self is utilised to provide an authentic experience’ (Becker 2015:111).  Bobot (2012:168), 
for example, explored a heritage tourism case in southern France that centred on the 
lifestyles and beliefs of the Cathars – a medieval sect that was annihilated by the 1300s – 
where locals become actors in order to re-enact medieval activities such as knights’ 
tournaments and market fairs.  In this case, as in other examples (see Balme 1998; Gable 
and Handler 1996; Hunter 2014; and Latrell 2008 to name a few), performers of cultural 
heritage might replicate the lifestyles of the past, but these performers share the same 
ethnic identity as the original owners of the past lifestyles.  The heritage performance by 
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these performers can be censured for being a distortion of cultural identity (Medina 2003).  
Nevertheless, contestations of authenticity by visitors are met with resistance by these 
performers who equate their authentic identity to their inauthentic performance (Bobot 
2012:171).             
There are also instances where those who perform cultural heritage are themselves 
traditional owners of heritage.  Examples of these types of performers were described by 
Jordan and Swan (2011) and Kanda (2012) looking at Native American and Japanese 
cultural performers respectively.  These performers have inherited heritage performances 
from their previous generations and their performances in contemporary contexts are one 
of their efforts in safeguarding their inherited knowledge and skills.  Although they are 
performing on a stage and in front of an audience, these practitioners are in reality 
traditional owners of what is being performed, and the performance is therefore an 
authentic reproduction of the self, as I argue in this thesis.   
When it comes to martial artists, the backgrounds of the performers and of their 
performances, are situated in the identity of martial artists and the martial arts they perform 
(Zarrilli 1984; 1989).  Performances by these martial artists are authenticated by the 
performers themselves, and by their masters, and by knowledgeable onlookers.  In other 
words, not only do martial artists enact heritage performances that are authentic by virtue 
of their inheritance of knowledge and skills from previous generations, they are also 
authentic due to the fact that these performers are the inheritors or traditional owners of 
the knowledge and skills of the performance, which lends further authentic value to the 
heritage performances.  Nevertheless, in the context of the diaspora, performers may face 
challenges that are different from those found in their homelands, regardless of who they 
are and what they represent.  Performers of heritage in diasporic situations must adapt to 
new and different contexts for their performances.  These conditions inform my own 
research of Silat performances amongst Malaysian diasporic communities in Australia.     
 
The Significance of Identity  
The concept of ‘identity’ revolves around the idea that a person is subjected to notions of 
similarity and difference when compared to others (Jenkins 2008:17).  Identity, like living 
heritage, is not fixed or frozen-in-time but is continuously (re-)shaped depending on its 
context.   
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Group or collective identity-making processes require the identification of a group 
with objects and expressions as representations of the group.  These ‘arbitrary signifiers’ 
can be both tangible and intangible representations (Valentine and Sporton 2009:171).  
The former include flags, clothing, cemeteries, buildings and monuments.  Intangible 
elements of collective identity, in contrast, can range from the idea of a homeland to a 
citizenship status; from a sense of community to common values and traditions (Zajda 
2009:3).  As Bunnell (2008) discovered in a Malaysian festival in Liverpool, England, the 
arbitrary signifiers or identity markers that were used included traditional costumes and 
food, as well as the Malaysian flag.  Not only did these signifiers, in this instance, give a 
sense of both Malay and Malaysian identities to the festival, they also stimulated the sense 
of authenticity towards the festival experience for festival participants.     
Hall’s (1990) investigation into cultural identity amongst Caribbean societies shows 
how identity can be made from an idea of a common past.  Caribbean people whose 
ancestors were brought from Africa have negotiated their Caribbean identity through 
‘positioning’, where they use signifiers or identity markers as a strategic evaluation for their 
current communal or societal identity arrangement.  Hall gives an example of how 
Jamaicans realised that by being ‘black’ they are also ‘the sons and daughters of “slavery”’ 
(Hall 1990:231).  In other words, Jamaicans equate their ‘black’ identity with the traumatic 
and dishonourable circumstances of the past.  Therefore, ‘new’ cultures such as 
Rastafarianism and reggae, Hall argued, exemplify the result of Jamaicans positioning 
their current identity through negotiation between past and present identities.  
Despite his contribution to the idea of the positioning of identities, Hall (and other 
identity theorists such as Judith Butler and Charles Taylor) is accused of emphasising the 
notion of difference too much, with too little emphasis on similarity in identity (Jenkins 
2008:19).  Jenkins argued that: 
attending to difference on its own, or even simply emphasising difference, cannot provide 
us with a proper account of how it is that we know who’s who, or what’s what, in the human 
world (Jenkins 2008:23). 
By looking at how one identity is both similar to and different from another (rather than 
similar or different), a more holistic understanding of the process of identity can be 
ascertained.  This approach is also applicable to the study of the relationship between 
heritage and identity, which my thesis investigates.  This is done by comparing the 
performance of Silat across three different festivals that celebrate Malaysian cultures.  
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Silat itself is both a Malay cultural heritage and a Malaysian national heritage.  Thus, a 
thorough understanding of the relationship between heritage and identity can be achieved 
by recognising the dual identities of Silat and implementing this approach in diasporic 
festivals that celebrate multiple Malaysian cultural identities. 
As shown above, identity has the same qualities and characteristics as heritage.  
Both are processes where change is the norm.  Both can be communicated through 
representations of remains and manifestations of the past.  Heritage and identity can also 
be understood from an holistic approach that emphasises both similarities and differences.  
This allows my research to examine the relationship between individuals (e.g. different 
performers in a Silat performance) and between groups of individuals (e.g. between 
performers and audiences), as well as the way these individuals and groups relate to their 
significant pasts.  In other words, not only can we look at ‘what-goes-on-between-people’ 
(Jenkins 2008:39), but we can also investigate what-goes-on-between-people-and-their-
heritage.   
Previous studies have provided various results regarding the relationship between 
heritage and identity.  For example, some argue that identification with cultural objects and 
cultural expressions by stakeholders contributes to identity formation (Bouchenaki 2003; 
Kurin 2007).  Alternatively, Edson (2004) contributed to the understanding of the 
relationship between heritage and identity through his statement that: 
heritage invention and adaptation take place when transformation of social patterns 
outgrows the practices and institutions of the past, thus affirming the need for a new 
scheme of socio-cultural interaction.  This change occurs in all societies as a reflection of 
the collective identity.  It is promoted as the emotional essence of a community and as a 
part of the human continuum (Edson 2004:340).    
Edson’s argument can be applied in the example of the Portuguese diaspora in Malaysia.  
A Portuguese community has existed in the Malaysian state of Melaka since their 
ancestors seized the port of Melaka in 1511 (Sarkissian 2002:216).  Portuguese peoples in 
Melaka have continued to transmit and perform their cultural heritage in the form that they 
inherited from their forefathers.  Even though diasporic Portuguese views on the 
authenticity of their cultural heritage performances have relied on their sentiment towards 
the embodied knowledge and skills that they received from previous generations 
(Sarkissian 2002:226), they still have to change and adapt their performances according to 
local circumstances.  This is what Edson means by ‘transformation of social patterns 
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outgrows the practices and institutions of the past’ (Edson 2004:340).  The adapted 
performance by the diasporic Portuguese community reflects the community’s collective 
identity in the diaspora.          
Russell (2010) on the other hand, focused more on the cross-generational 
exchanges of heritage and the contribution of younger members of a community in this 
research.  He argued that when ‘shared identifications’ with tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage are transmitted by one generation of a group to another, values pertaining to the 
group’s identity are also instilled in the next generation (Russell 2010:33).  My 
investigation into the relationship between heritage and identity through the focus on 
cultural heritage performances in diasporic festivals, inevitably examines the existence, if 
any, of such cross-generational exchange.  The transmission of knowledge and skill from 
past performers can also result in the transmission of values that pertain to the identity of 
those who are being represented by the cultural heritage.   
Subsequent generations may or may not choose to celebrate or commemorate the 
values with which their predecessors identify.  The study of the Scottish Highland games 
that are celebrated in North America gives a vivid example of a reverse identification 
process that new members in diasporic communities experienced in the creation of their 
heritage identity (Zumkhawala-Cook 2005).  Zumkhawala-Cook (2005) highlighted the 
predicament that occurred between the practice or performance of Scottish American 
heritage and the idealised Scottish national heritage.  He stated that: 
heritage has made Scottish identity less and less about life in Scotland.  National heritage 
appears as a devotional relationship to a static portrait of a “motherland” that depends upon 
a collapsing of distinctions between nationality, culture, and ethnicity.  It is a privately 
recovered sense of identity experienced through claims of biological ties to the “clan 
family”, of “celebrating” one’s cultural roots, and of feeling a “natural” connection to a 
particular version of history (Zumkhawala-Cook 2005:121).    
Zumkhawala-Cook concluded that Scottish heritage as practised in North America only 
‘embraces a narrow version of Scottish culture and transforms it into a hobby’ (2005:132).  
This view, although specific to the context of the Scottish Highland Games and amongst 
Scottish Americans, might possibly be an exemplar of the dilemma that is faced by other 
diasporic communities in their heritage practice.   
As stated in the previous section, the process of identification is available to any 
individuals or groups through association with tangible or intangible signifiers.  For 
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diasporic communities, this might be a rather daunting task especially in a new and foreign 
environment.  The concept of ‘hybridity’ can be used to assist in understanding the 
complexities of diasporic identity formations.   
Hybridity refers to: 
the process of cultural mixing where the diasporic arrivals adopt aspects of the host culture 
and rework, reform and reconfigure this in production of a new hybrid culture (Kalra, Kaur 
and Hutnyk 2005:71). 
Hybridity, like heritage, is a concept that is used to investigate changes or fluctuations in 
the practice of identification.  As the definition above suggests, hybridity parallels with the 
concept of ‘living heritage’ (Prangnell et al. 2010) in regards to its presumed notion that 
diasporic culture accommodates cultural amalgamation (Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk 2005).  A 
living heritage is bound to be negotiated by its traditional owners due to change in times 
and in contexts.  Therefore, a living heritage, in regards to its negotiable and mutable 
nature, can also be regarded as a ‘hybrid’ cultural practice.   
Nevertheless, a living heritage is also bound by its own definition as a ‘traditional’ 
skill or knowledge that is transmitted from past generations.  This inheritance or the 
passing on of skills and knowledge from one generation to the next is an essential 
characteristic that constitutes living heritage.  This means that, pertaining to this 
intergenerational characteristic, living heritage can also become a barrier that restricts the 
combination of homeland culture with the host culture from materialising or manifesting in 
diasporic communities.  However, the strong connection that heritage (including living 
heritage) has with identity allows diasporic communities to view heritage as ‘cultural 
capital’ – ‘a way of connecting people with each other and with the environment that 
surrounds them’ (Harrison 2010:245).  Both tangible and intangible elements of the past 
can be used by these communities to connect themselves to their homelands as well as to 
the places in which they are currently residing.  Therefore, identity is an integral part of a 
diasporic cultural heritage performance.           
 
Diaspora, Festivals and Authenticity 
The most important issue in the study of diaspora is the maintenance of identity by 
diasporic communities (Hall 1990; Sahoo and Maharaj 2007; Sheffer 2003).  Diasporic 
communities have used festivals to express their heritage in order to establish their 
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identities in their new environments.  As a form of public celebration, festivals offer the 
opportunity for diasporic communities to express and share with others their pride in their 
identity (Brown and Chappel 2007:135).  ‘Cultural knowledge’ becomes a main contributor 
to this sense of pride due to the ‘mutable’ and ‘portable’ nature of such events (Gershon 
2006:548).  Unlike built structures and objects, the knowledge and skills pertaining to folk 
songs, dances, and martial arts remain accessible in the diasporic setting.  Despite this 
fact, both the performers of heritage and their performances are still sometimes labelled as 
inauthentic, especially by modernist critiques (Martin 2010:539).   
The reason for this perception of the ‘inauthenticity’ of heritage performances in 
diasporic festivals is due to the perceived nature of the festival itself.  As Ruting and Li 
(2011) discovered in their investigation of a Scottish-themed festival in Australia, festivals 
are ‘sites for articulating, negotiating and above all celebrating various identities and 
attachments’ (Ruting and Li 2011:278)   In other words, festivals share similar traits to 
heritage performances, with the most obvious being the ability to negotiate meanings and 
contexts.  Post-modern scholars view this characteristic as a phenomenon of social and 
cultural construction.  
 Knudsen (2001) warned against perceiving diasporic cultural practices as 
inauthentic.  He argued that by shifting the focus of research from the comparison of 
diasporic and homeland cultures to the creative process of cultural expressions, more 
information can be gathered about the ‘present social function’ of these expressions 
(Knudsen 2001:75).  This focus on the creative process that produces diasporic cultural 
expressions correlates with Stokes’ critique of Hobsbawm’s ‘invented tradition’.  Stokes 
(1994) argued that if too much attention is given to the distinction between ‘invented’ and 
‘authentic’ traditions, we would never understand these expressions for ‘what they are’ 
(Stokes 1994:99).  In other words, we would not be able to understand the actions that 
influence the changes to cultural heritage performances if we delved too much into the 
distinction between what is authentic and what is not.  Furthermore, the addition of 
festivals as the context for cultural heritage performances brings a new paradigm in the 
issue of authenticity. 
 Just as scholars such as Ruting and Li (2011) and Long and Sun (2006) have 
acknowledged the creative and negotiable environments of festivals, other scholars from 
the fields of Event Studies and Event Management have discovered that festivals are 
events that cater for the ‘authentic experience’ of their visitors (Moreira 2006:86).  
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Although it seems as if these two concepts of negotiation and authentic experience are 
opposite to one another, the reality is that they constitute the festival-making process.  
Getz (2005:21) defined festivals as ‘themed, public celebrations’ where people can 
congregate together to celebrate certain aspects of their community or society.   
In the case of diasporic communities, festivals are the setting to celebrate ethnic or 
national identities publicly through the use of cultural heritage (Smith 2006:273).  Cultural 
heritage practices and performances are negotiated amongst the different stakeholders in 
order to provide experiences that these stakeholders would deem as representative of 
their identity; that is, they are authentic enough for visitors to experience.  The issue of 
authenticity in the festival setting, therefore, has to be examined through the perceptions of 
stakeholders (i.e. performers; organisers; and visitors/audience); the change in the way 
heritage is performed; and the negotiations of diasporic identities.  These elements that 
constitute authenticity of heritage performances in festivals inform my investigation of Silat 
performances in Malaysian festivals in Australia.                
Although festivals are acknowledged as events where an internal sense of identity 
of a diasporic community is performed to induce authenticity, there are also other elements 
of festivals that could provide an authentic atmosphere for diasporic festivals.  In his 
investigation of a Malaysian festival in Liverpool in the United Kingdom, Bunnell (2008) 
discovered that festival themes may persuade both the organisers and participants to view 
a festival as the site to experience authentic cultural expressions.  The festival in Liverpool 
included several identity markers, such as Malay traditional costumes and food, and the 
Malaysian flag as part of the overall festival experience (Bunnell 2008:260).  Sarkissian 
(2002), in contrast, investigated how the Portuguese diaspora in the Malaysian state of 
Melaka (‘Malacca’) performed their cultural heritage.  Sarkissian concluded that for the 
Portuguese in Melaka, an authentic cultural performance was attributed to the 
transmission of knowledge and skill from one generation to the next (Sarkissian 2002:226).  
Therefore, a thorough investigation of authenticity in Malaysian diasporic festivals must 
also consider the outcomes of these research projects.     
 
Authentic Identity and the Diasporic Context 
The supposed threat of cultural homogenisation due to globalisation motivates different 
cultures in different locations around the world to champion their distinct identity (Edson 
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2004:334).  While this distinctiveness can easily be regarded as representing ‘authentic 
identity’, the reality is far more complex.  As Myhill (2003) demonstrates, one should not 
align ‘authenticity’ to an identity based solely on one’s ethnicity or ethnic quality.  Myhill 
uses native language as an example in his argument.  He argues that one should not be 
identified as ethnically ‘authentic’ based solely on one’s language.   Malaysians, for 
example, comprise different ethnic groups such as the Chinese, Indians, Malays and the 
Iban.  However, each of these groups is not identified exclusively by the language that 
each speaks; rather identity is based on a myriad of identifiers such as clothing, customs, 
beliefs, cultural heritage and martial arts.   
Both the practices and performances of martial arts are being adapted to changing 
circumstances by their practitioners (Kartomi 2011; McDonald 2007).  If change can occur, 
and be accepted, even in the Malaysian homeland, then it is also possible for Silat to be 
adapted to the situation in the particular country that hosts the coming of Silat to its 
borders, and thus the practice can still be accepted as ‘authentic’ Silat, despite local 
changes to the genre.  No previous research has investigated possible changes to the 
performance of Silat in a diasporic context.  However, there has been research conducted 
on other martial arts in the diaspora and their connection to both identity and authenticity. 
Delamont (2006) investigated the practice and performance of the Brazilian martial 
art of Capoeira in the United Kingdom.  Her focus on the authority of the Capoeira teacher 
revealed that racial and national identities ‘are crucial parts of the Capoeira teacher’s 
authority and authenticity’ (Delamont 2006:166).  Delamont suggested that both of these 
identities were embodied into the Capoeira teacher in Brazil and prior to the teacher’s 
departure to the United Kingdom.  If we combine Delamont’s discovery with Bourdieu’s 
(1977) concept of habitus, then a Brazilian Capoeira teacher has both a literal habitus 
based on race and a cultural habitus that signifies the teacher’s national identity.  These 
types of habitus are something that is innate in anyone who migrates from their homeland 
to another place in the world. 
Delamont and Stephens (2008) clarified that embodied identities are not the only 
reason for the Capoeira teacher’s ‘authenticity’.  Authenticity also lies in how the teacher 
presents him/herself to his/her students.  As stated by the authors, ‘teachers emphasize 
that they are Brazilian and have authentic knowledge and experience’ (Delamont and 
Stephens 2008:65).  In other words, racial and national embodiments are the basis for 
these teachers of Capoeira to announce their self-identity in order to authenticate their 
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own authentic selves and the Capoeira that they perform.  Here we see the link between 
Goffman’s presentation of self and Bourdieu’s habitus, as well as MacCannell’s 
‘authenticity’.  The latter corresponds with the fact that a teacher’s presentation of the self 
and representation of Capoeira both occur in the ‘back-stage’ with his or her students.   
Authenticity is also associated with the homeland.  Joseph (2008a) discovered that 
although the practice of Capoeira in Brazil is changing, ‘this does not, however, stop 
capoeiristas in Canada from referencing an authentic form’ that may be different from that 
of the homeland (Joseph 2008a:503).  While in the United Kingdom, Delamont and 
Stephens (2008) found that: 
Diasporic capoeira is not a sufficient basis from which non-Brazilians can become 
instructors or masters; only in Brazil can one become an authentic expert (Delamont and 
Stephens 2008:66). 
It seems that the Canadian understanding of authentic Capoeira in relation to the Brazilian 
homeland is not as strict as that of their counterparts at the other end of the Atlantic.  
Canadian practitioners of Capoeira, or capoeiristas, have more freedom in their learning 
experience, especially ‘when pedagogy is transformed to suit Canadian students’ needs’ 
(Joseph 2008a:499).  Nevertheless, the change in the way Capoeira is transmitted in 
Canada has not altered practitioners’ views that their Capoeira is still authentic.  Joseph 
(2008b) also explains that the link between the identity of the teachers and the authenticity 
of Capoeira has constrained any hybrid influence from the diasporic contexts. 
For instance, a pan-American or mainstream sensibility is not developing within the 
Canadian capoeira community, the martial art/dance/game maintains its ties to Brazil, with 
infusions of other cultures suppressed to re-present the performers and sport as ‘authentic’ 
(Joseph 2008b:209). 
As we can see from the previous examples, the authenticity of a martial art in 
diasporic contexts depends on the perceptions of stakeholders.  Even though the way 
Capoeira is practised is changing in both the homeland and in the diaspora, the authentic 
identity of the martial art is still very relevant to teachers and their students.  These people 
are also most likely to perform Capoeira to various audiences in Canada and the United 
Kingdom.  These examples inform my own approach in investigating Silat performances in 
Australia and their relation to authenticity and identity.         
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Conclusion 
Performance, authenticity and identity are interrelated concepts that are suitable for the 
exploration of meanings, perceptions and values concerning the performance of cultural 
heritage in diasporic contexts.  Goffman’s (1959) presentation of self forms the basis for 
this review due to the fact that his theory covers all three interrelated concepts.  Cultural 
heritage performances provide the opportunity for people to experience authenticity.  
Whether the experience is in the homeland or in the diaspora, authenticity is a significant 
issue for cultural heritage and its performance. 
Festivals are the most common events for diasporic communities to display their 
identity through cultural heritage performances (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:57).  
Stakeholders of festivals include the organisers, the performers, and people who are not 
from the community.  These stakeholders have their own views and expectations, 
especially in terms of the authentic experience in a festival.  Therefore, a holistic approach 
is needed to investigate stakeholders’ perceptions, expectations, objectives, and 
experiences pertaining to cultural heritage performances in diasporic festivals.  In Chapter 
Four I expound on this approach, especially through the use of participant observation as 
one of the main methods of fieldwork. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
 
Introduction 
This chapter explains the methodology used in my research, as well as the methods I 
employed to collect and analyse data on the staging of Silat as a cultural heritage 
performance.  In light of the multivocal characteristics of Silat performances, especially in 
the diaspora, a range of methods were implemented for my fieldwork: participant 
observation, observant participation, interview and survey.  These methods were utilised 
and adapted to my three case studies to triangulate the data and to extract findings from 
the data concerning the performance of a living heritage that focuses on perceptions of 
authenticity and identity-formation.   
 Although the term originates from the fields of archaeology and cultural heritage 
management, ‘living heritage’ (Brown 2013; Byrne 1996; Ross 1996), in its various forms, 
has been extensively investigated by researchers from different fields of knowledge.  
Researchers from sociology, ethnomusicology, theatre, folklore, anthropology and 
transnational studies have all focused on living heritage, particularly using cultural 
performances, dances, rituals and other cultural practices as subjects of research (see 
Burrowes 2013; Chan 2015; Hanna 1965; Johnston 1991; and Sarkissian 2002 for 
examples of previous research).  Due to its holistic approach, ethnography has become 
the main method used in the majority of the research on living heritage.  Field notes, 
participant observations, surveys and interviews are among the data collection methods 
that are used in ethnography to investigate the full spectrum of a cultural phenomenon.      
 My research is different from previous research on living heritage for three reasons: 
my use of a deep, immersive participant observation in the form of ‘observant participation’ 
(Wacquant 2004); my focus on the performer; and my situation of Silat and the 
performance of Silat in a broad social context.  My thesis uses an anthropological ‘tool kit’, 
based on participant observation, as the principal ethnographic research technique.  This 
method has allowed me to investigate Silat practices and performances from an outsider 
perspective.  Nevertheless, my active presence in the diaspora and in the Silat 
performances, which involved both the back-stage and front-stage experiences, 
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automatically generates an insider’s perspective.  Hence, the need to use a more in-depth 
version of participant observation, or ‘observant participation’ (Roach 2014; Wacquant 
2011; see below) than would normally be the case.     
 Diasporic festivals constitute the social field in which I conducted my fieldwork.  In 
the field of cultural heritage management, this context differs from previous research that 
covers Indigenous and cultural landscapes (see Andrews and Buggey 2008; Gosden and 
Head 1994; Ross 2008, 2010).  While there have been many studies on Indigenous and 
ethnic festivals (e.g. Nygren 2007; Whitford and Dunn 2014), festivals by diasporic 
communities are a comparatively new research focus for heritage studies.  Previous foci 
on diasporic heritage have explored themes such as the transformation process of 
‘traditional’ dance (Knudsen 2001) and religious practices (Clarke 2007); the rights of 
diasporic communities in representing their cultural heritage identity in their new 
environments (Arokiasamy 2012; Gard’ner 2004); and the experience of the diaspora upon 
returning to their homeland and their subsequent view of their ‘heritage’ (Sim and Leith 
2013).  In the relatively few investigations on the connection between festivals and cultural 
heritage, findings have emphasised the role that festivals have in constructing ‘authentic’ 
identities (Hannam and Halewood 2006; Khoo and Noonan 2011); festivals have been 
shown to be expressions of intangible cultural heritage (Del Barrio, Devesa and Herrero 
2012); and they are seen to influence changes in a living heritage (Soma and Sukhee 
2014).            
 My research sits comfortably in these latter discourses, as I demonstrate in later 
chapters.  As I introduced in Chapter One, the case studies for my investigation of Silat 
performances involved three Malaysian festivals in Australia.  These annual, one-day 
cultural festivals were purposely selected because they have a history of incorporating 
Silat into the performances on show.  The Fiesta Malaysia Festival was held in Melbourne 
on 25 May 2014.  Brisbane hosted the Citra Malaysia Festival on 20 September 2014, 
which was followed a week later by the Malaysia Festival or MFEST in Sydney on 28 
September 2014.  As a participant/performer in each of these festivals, showcasing Silat 
as a living component of Malaysian culture and my Malay heritage, my methodology 
emphasised living heritage as both a personal and a research epistemology.    
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Methodological Paradigms: Living Heritage 
Living heritage is an established concept in archaeology, anthropology and cultural 
heritage management.  Its acceptance and use in these multidisciplinary fields have 
encouraged new epistemological and ontological understandings such as ‘post-nationalist 
archaeology’ and ‘Indigenous archaeology’ (e.g. Atalay 2008; Byrne 2003; Colwell-
Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008).  Living heritage is a methodological paradigm that 
acknowledges change in ‘traditions’.   
Another important characteristic of living heritage is its multivocality.  For a living 
heritage, multivocality ‘is expected, and stems from the standpoint or perspective of the 
viewer, teller, or one who experiences’ (Atalay 2008:35; see also Colwell-Chanthaphonh 
and Ferguson 2006; Wylie 2008).  Living heritage is ‘a dynamic, individual understanding 
and interpretation of the past, necessarily reflexive on the part of the practitioner and 
continually changing as knowledge and understanding change’ (Thomas and Ross 
2013:229 – original emphasis).               
 There are two significant understandings of the mutable aspect of living heritage.  
The first is that a living heritage can still be ‘authentic’ even when altered, as I discussed in 
Chapter Three.  Authenticity is generated by the ‘users’ and stakeholders of living heritage 
through their perceptions of what constitutes an authentic heritage (Thomas and Ross 
2013).  In other words, living heritage might still be considered as ‘authentic’ even when it 
is practised outside its ‘traditional’ environment.  The second understanding is that altered 
heritage can still establish a community or a people’s identity.  The living heritage 
paradigm is often situated in a constructivist methodological framework, which I now 
review.   
 
Constructivism  
Heritage is a ‘constructed concept’ that exists ‘through meanings, comprehensions and 
values that are attached to certain phenomena’ (Kuzmanović and Mihajlović 2015:417; see 
also Smith 2006).  As a post-modern concept, constructivism challenges the positivist 
meta-narrative that social and cultural phenomena are susceptible to investigations that 
rely only on objective observations (Mir and Watson 2000:941; cf. Stump 2013).  For 
constructivists, ‘concepts, models, theories, etc., are “viable”, if they prove adequate in the 
[context] in which they were created’ (Glasersfeld 1995:7).   
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Constructivists reject the dichotomised and sterilised conditions that some deem 
exist between the researcher and the phenomena they study.  Constructivists champion a 
research process that is based on two criteria: trustworthiness and authenticity.  Internal 
(i.e. trustworthiness) and external (i.e. authenticity) validity are important virtues to 
consider in constructivism (Lincoln and Guba 2000; Olesen 2000).  Trustworthiness relates 
to the ‘correctness’ of the research process (Guba and Lincoln 1989:245), while in 
‘authenticity’ (or external validity), constructivism rejects ‘the metaphysical comfort 
provided by the notion that human beings have an essential, fixed, and final natural 
essence’ (Fleury and Garrison 2014:39).  The authenticity that constructivism advocates 
‘commits the constructivist researcher to a set of actions (e.g. balance of perspectives, 
learning by the researcher and respondents, shared knowledge, and social action)’ 
(Manning 1997:94).  The quality of a constructivist investigation rests upon the inclusion of 
these commitments.   
Constructivism’s authenticity has three major assumptions.  First, constructivism 
assumes multiple realities (relativism) (Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Lincoln and Guba 2000), 
taking into consideration the fact that in any social situation there will be multiple 
interpretations by various individuals on a particular subject. 
 Second is the co-creation of understandings and partnerships between researcher 
and informant (transactional epistemology) (Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Lincoln and Guba 
2000; Rajadurai 2010:94).  My research has utilised this constructivist approach through 
the performance method wherein I built relationships with other Silat and non-Silat 
performers prior to, and during, the festivals. 
Third is the involvement of naturalistic contexts (Denzin and Lincoln 2000; Lincoln 
and Guba 2000).  Constructivism is a methodology that situates its adherents in their 
natural environments in order to investigate complex social practices (Lincoln and Guba 
2000).  In other words, constructivism supports the use of ethnographic methods such as 
participant observation and interviews in the accumulation of data during the fieldwork 
process (Lamont 2014:5). 
Constructivism has been used in heritage discourse to explain the complexity of 
heritage authenticity.  Prior to the rise of constructivism as a serious methodology in 
cultural heritage management, authenticity was the sole concern of heritage evaluation of 
material culture such as artefacts, buildings and monuments, where objects from the past 
were considered inherently ‘authentic’ (Wang 1999).  However, more recent writings (e.g. 
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Gable and Handler 2007; Lindholm 2008; Smith 2006) have acknowledged the social and 
cultural construction of heritage authenticity.  The focus has, consequently, shifted to 
include notions of intangible heritage and living heritage (Jones 2010).                  
Constructivism’s engagement with multiple realities compliments the multivocality of 
living heritage in the ‘social world’ (Fleury and Garrison 2014:32; Gosden and Head 1994).  
Different heritage performances are all reflective of the mutability of living heritage, and all 
are ‘valid’ and ‘acceptable’.  Festivals, as the contexts of my research, are part of a ‘social 
world’ for those who celebrate them, due to the role of festivals as ‘sites for articulating, 
negotiating and above all celebrating various identities and attachments’ (Ruting and Li 
2011:278).  Identity, as performed in festivals, is established through constructions of 
heritage that are consciously negotiated and reconstructed through actors’ and audiences’ 
experiences with festival performances.  This is particularly the case in diasporic 
communities, which may possess multiple identities.  Diasporic communities, therefore, 
provide constructivists with the chance to explore how cultures operating in the diaspora 
negotiate their identities in their new contexts and away from their homelands (Baumann 
2001:277-278).   
Constructivism also acknowledges that ‘identity refers to the images of “self” that 
actors construct and project, in and through their interactions with “others”’ (Varadarajan 
2004:323).  This is particularly useful in research that involves the researcher and his or 
her reflection of ‘self’ that is based on the experience that was achieved through methods 
such as autoethnography and participant observation.  Burr et al. (2014) stress the 
importance of using research techniques or methods with underlying constructivist 
epistemology in order to investigate ‘the social construction of the self’ (2014:352).  These 
methods focus on the ‘voice’ of all the stakeholders of a living heritage in their specific 
contexts.     
A cultural performance such as Silat is a type of narrative that represents both the 
history and the identity of its stakeholders.  My research investigates this reconstruction 
through the lived experience of Malaysian communities in Australia with respect to the 
performance of Silat as living heritage using research methods that are both specific to the 
constructivist paradigm, and that can document and interpret the Silat narrative as a form 
of performance, thereby situating my research in the constructivist and living heritage 
methodological paradigms. 
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Research Methodology 
Participant Observation/Observant Participation: An Etic/Emic Perspective on Living 
Heritage           
I used participant observation in all fieldwork activities other than my own Silat 
performances.  This is an etic approach that follows a phenomenological strategy in which 
I aimed to ‘see reality through another person’s eyes’ (Bernard 2002:23).  In other words, I 
implemented the ‘observer-as-participant’ role where my identity is revealed to those that I 
observed and I observed more from an outsider’s perspective than from participation 
(Takyi 2015:866).  This method allowed me to compare my own perspectives to those of 
Malaysian community members and others who experienced the Silat performances.  This 
method is useful for describing and interpreting the front-stage performance of a living 
heritage. 
Because I lived in Brisbane as an international student from 2012 to 2016, 
‘participant observation’ for the Brisbane festival in particular started the day I first arrived 
in Brisbane.  Unlike the participant observation described by Delamont, Stephens, and 
Joseph (Delamont and Stephens 2008; Joseph 2008a, 2008b) in their investigations of 
diasporic Capoeira, which was limited to certain groups of practitioners, my participant 
observation involved my experiences with the Malaysian communities in Brisbane 
generally, as well as with those Malaysian communities experiencing Malaysian culture 
through festival participation in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne.  As a Malaysian who 
lived in Brisbane, I was able to build a rapport with other Malaysians from various 
backgrounds, including migrants who originated from Malaysia.  These relationships 
allowed me to access community activities that would have been difficult for non-
Malaysian researchers to access.  This ‘longitudinal’ (Thomson 2007:571) participant 
observation also gave me the opportunity to include my own experiences of practising and 
teaching Silat in Brisbane into the overall analysis of back-stage and front-stage 
relationships during all the festivals, and beyond.  However, my status as an international 
student who lived in Brisbane for four years also falls under the ‘observant participation’ 
method (Wacquant 2004, 2011).  I used observant participation, in contrast to participant 
observation, to investigate Silat performances from an emic or insider’s viewpoint.  
Participant observation is often used in anthropology but it is not a common 
approach in cultural heritage research.  In this thesis, I am taking participation observation 
much further than it is usually applied in either anthropology or cultural heritage.  My thesis 
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focuses on how Silat is performed in the diaspora, and by the diaspora, where I am also a 
part of the diaspora as an observant participant.  The use of observant participation adds 
value to my research, allowing me insights into how Silat is performed in the diaspora.  
This participation involved the embodiment of movements and ideas, where my own body 
and mind became part of the research project.       
Observant participation presented me with the flexibility I needed to investigate 
cultural festivals that were filled with many social and cultural performers.  Fieldwork that 
engages with these individuals required me to adapt to their situations and conditions 
while being self-aware of my role as a researcher (Evans 2012:99).  My personal status as 
a Silat practitioner enabled me to contribute to these cultural festivals as a performer.  It 
was also an asset that allowed me to skip the initial ‘going native’ (see below) process in 
observant participation (Wacquant 2011:87-88). 
Observant participation enabled me to be immersed in the lifeworld of Silat 
performers by being part of the Silat performances.  The insider’s reflexive quality, where 
the self is projected throughout the embodied experience, if managed properly, establishes 
a reflexive understanding of the living heritage experience (as in Gerdes 2008) rather than 
a purely descriptive understanding of the living heritage (see Arjo 1989). 
Observant participation has allowed me to experience, on a personal level, the Silat 
experience in diaspora both physically and mentally.  These experiences occurred in 
various settings where Silat is taught, performed and negotiated.  As Stephens and 
Delamont (2006:319) found in their experiences with Capoeira, I too became a ‘full 
participant’.  However, unlike Stephens and Delamont who used the methodology of 
autoethnography, my active participation is not about a critical insight into me but a critical 
analysis of a Silat performance in the diaspora.  This deep participation moves me towards 
‘autoethnography’, but my thesis is not actually set in the autoethnography genre.   
 The use of observant participation enabled me to focus on performers of Silat in 
both the back-stage and the front-stage of performance.  Access to these performance 
dimensions was essential for me to procure performers’ perspectives on their 
performances in matters regarding authenticity and identity-making.  If access is limited to 
the front-stage only, the reliance on purely objective investigation of a performance as 
seen via the front-stage fails to include the thoughts and feelings of performers that relate 
to the sense of identity created as a result of the connection of their self to the cultural 
performance (see Agaku 2008).  As Kendall (2014) has shown, having both a back-stage 
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and a front-stage pass can uncover significant opinions and insights from cultural 
performers, especially on the meanings behind the performances and the reasons for the 
changes that may have transpired. 
The observant participation approach was used to investigate my own perceptions 
of my performances and also allowed me to describe and reflect on my personal 
experiences as a performer in the festival context through my own narratives (Roach 
2014:41).  This deep and immersive participant observation is conducted in a way that is 
similar to ‘autoethnography’ (Ellis 1991:30), particularly ‘analytical autoethnography’ 
(Anderson 2006:374) which takes an analytical approach to research rather than story-
telling, but differs from autoethnography in that I am not providing the detailed self-focus of 
autoethnography.  
 
Autoethnography 
The scientific venture of the social sciences generally consigns researchers to a state of 
anonymity in their writings (Anderson 2006:383-384; Krieger 1991:43).  This was heralded 
as the means to achieve scientific objectivity through the ‘de-contextualization’ of subjects 
(Mendez 2013:284; Spry 2001:20).  However, in recent years, social scientists have 
challenged this practice by making their presence highly visible in their research through 
the use of autoethnography.   
 The ‘auto’ in autoethnography refers to the autobiographical accounts of 
researchers throughout their experiential journey (Couser 2005:126; Reed-Danahay 
1997:2).  Upon conducting an investigation, the autoethnographic researcher does not set 
aside personal emotions and feelings for the sake of scientific enquiry.  Rather, these 
emotions and personal thoughts are noticed; noted; and reflected upon by the researcher 
to reveal a more in-depth understanding into the matter in question.  At the end of the 
fieldwork, the autoethnographic researcher interprets the meanings behind the written field 
notes and other collected data.  However, for autoethnographic researchers, not only are 
they involved in activities, they must also write their experiences in the form of 
autobiographical accounts that involves introspection (Gans 1999:542).   
While autoethnography goes deep into the back-stage process, participant 
observation can also allow the researcher to become an outward observer of both back-
stage and front-stage performances of a living heritage.  The researcher plays the role of a 
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‘participant-as-observer’ (Adler and Adler 1994:379) in the cultural festival context in which 
the living heritage is performed and becomes part of the audience that witnesses the 
performance as ‘an active, reflective participant’ (Tzibazi 2014:503).  Observation notes 
and recording tools such as a video-camera may be used during participant observation.  I 
discuss the specific participant observation methods adopted in my research in the 
following section of this chapter.  But first, I introduce another important component of my 
research methodology: observant participation.   
 
Observant Participation          
Originating from Indigenous anthropologists who studied their own groups in the 1970s, 
‘observation of participation’ began to develop separately from participant observation as a 
method of research (Tedlock 1991:78-79).  Now simply known as ‘observant participation’, 
it is a method that is gaining widespread acceptance as an ethnographic method in both 
anthropology and sociology (see Campbell and Lassiter 2015; Jacobs-Huey 2002; 
Wacquant 2004).   
Observant participation is a form of ‘active participation’ that acknowledge the risk of 
‘going native’ but regards this risk as something that is manageable (Fine 2015:530; 
Wacquant 2011:87-88).  As a variant of participant observation, observant participation 
requires that the researcher mitigates the risk of ‘going native’ by being well-equipped with 
the appropriate tools and techniques as well as the ability to be reflexive in both the 
observation and analysis stages of fieldwork (see Wacquant 2004).  Observant 
participants need to: 
participate more deeply and more fully as insiders and then reflexively observe themselves 
as participants, as well as their own process of observation, along with the native cultural 
participants (Roach 2014:41).    
The term ‘going native’ is defined as occurring when the researcher becomes too 
immersed in the process of participation, and is unable to be objective in his/her 
investigations (Roach 2014:41).  To ‘go native’ involves a period of initiation where the 
researcher must build rapport and gain the trust of the native or locals who are the subject 
of research (Wacquant 2004).  However, this process can be skipped if one is already a 
‘native’ or a member of the subject group being researched (Allan 2006:401).       
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The implementation of observant participation in the study of a cultural performance 
follows a similar purpose to counter-mapping in cultural heritage management (Byrne 
2008).  If the latter provides an ‘emic understanding of how people relate to space as 
“place”’ (Thomas and Ross 2013:230), observant participation is able to represent an emic 
understanding of how people relate to cultural performance as living heritage.  This is 
achievable through an immersion process where the researcher delves into the world of 
the cultural performance and its stakeholders.  In other words, the researcher becomes 
part of the performance.   
 Wagner (1981) surmised that ‘relative objectivity’ should be at the foremost of a 
cultural/social anthropologist’s convictions and methodologies throughout his or her 
research process.  He stated that: 
It is necessary, of course, for a research worker to be as unbiased as possible insofar as he 
is aware of his assumptions, but we often take our culture’s more basic assumptions so 
much for granted that we are not even aware of them (Wagner 1981:12). 
My research on Silat performances not only places the general burden of a researcher on 
me, as Wagner mentioned above, but also requires that I recognise the limitations that 
come from my being from the culture from which Silat originated, making me susceptible to 
a biased interpretation of my observations.   
 Here lies the significance of a reflexive approach.  The concept of reflexivity, as 
West and Bowman (2010:279) pointed out in relation to performers of heritage, requires 
that any ‘action “acts back” on the subject to effect some change, perhaps in perception, 
stimulus or the formation of memories’.  The ‘actions’ that I undertook in my immersive 
participant observation of Silat performances definitely required a continuous reminder, to 
myself, not to take anything for granted.  The importance of constant reflection on my 
negotiations, my performances, and my perceptions throughout the research experience 
was paramount in my research.   
Observant participation allowed me to reflect not only on my Silat performances on 
stage, but also on the preparations leading up to these performances and their aftermath – 
i.e. the ‘back-stage’ elements of the performance (MacCannell 1973).  The reflexivity of 
this approach allowed me to reflect on my own ‘self’ and also provided me with the 
opportunity to ‘step back’ whenever I interviewed or discussed Silat with other Silat 
performers and with audience members.  This method is particularly important for the 
analysis of Silat performances because it has been through my own participation in these 
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performances that I have been able to elicit a perception on the role of Silat from the 
performers’, organisers’ and audiences’ perspectives. 
Additionally, the use of an observant participation approach in my research allowed 
me to become aware of the place of my own self in this research (Roach 2014:42).  I am 
an insider, not just in terms of being a Malay-Malaysian amongst Malaysian diasporic 
communities in Australia, but also in terms of my being a Silat practitioner (with an 
emphasis on the cultural heritage values of the genre) and a Silat performer (with an 
emphasis on performance).  But I am also an outsider in regards to my roles as a 
researcher and as a Malay amongst many non-Malay Malaysians and non-Malaysian 
performers and festival organisers and attendees.  Furthermore, my status as a 
Malaysian-government sponsored student can also be seen by some as either an insider 
or an outsider, depending upon the perspectives of individual stakeholders towards the 
Malaysian government.   
Even though this multiplicity of roles of the self provides a challenging avenue to my 
research, reflexivity allows me to move in and out of these multiple roles and thereby to 
analyse lived experiences of performers and festival attendees from both personal and 
cultural perspectives (see Wacquant 2004, 2011:87-88).  The reflexive characteristic of 
this form of participant observation, in other words, imparts a major responsibility to the 
researcher to be fully aware of his/her background in terms of ethnicity, nationality, gender, 
knowledge and experience, and how these characteristics can influence the research 
project.  These internal issues, as well as actions during fieldwork that are consequences 
of cultural, social and political influences, must all be reflected upon in order to produce a 
comprehensive analytical work.    
The use of immersive or deep participant observation in my research, therefore, has 
not only contributed to the uncovering of perspectives of cultural heritage performers on 
the issue of authenticity, but has also contributed to the innovative use of observant 
participation in a project that investigates a distinctive subject that combines the issues of 
cultural heritage, performance, diaspora and identity.  Furthermore, this reflexive approach 
is appropriate to the study of cultural performance and cultural heritage performances that 
focus on changes through negotiations between people, heritage and performance.   
Observant participation is also significant to my research because of my focus on 
Silat.  The issues pertaining to Silat as a cultural heritage performance that includes the 
changing attitude towards Silat by young people (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012) and the 
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importance of community collaboration (Kartomi 2011) were all able to be investigated 
using this deep and immersive method.  Observant participation, by its deep and personal 
nature, allowed the use of a reflexive approach to lived experiences and the constant 
reflection upon all connected experiences that include both the researcher and the 
participants.  
 
Research Methods: An Overview 
Introduction 
Research methods that are used to investigate the ‘constructedness’ of a cultural 
performance must be holistic, incorporating both an insider’s perspective (i.e. the view 
from the perspective of the subject) and an objective or outsider’s perspective of the 
social-cultural processes that influence the cultural performance (Kearney and Bradley 
2006:200). 
Because my research revolves around performances at festivals in a diaspora, my 
investigations have been managed using a case study approach (Hancock and Algozzine 
2011).  In addition, the context of cultural festivals as a social landscape includes the 
opportunity to acquire the perspectives of a range of stakeholders including (but not 
restricted to) the cultural performers.  This means the inclusion of survey questionnaires 
and interviews as methods for procuring primary data that focus on perceptions of 
authenticity and identity in relation to the cultural performances.  These methods are not in 
conflict with the use of ethnography because, as a method, ethnography can be ‘combined 
sequentially with other qualitative’ methods (Gains 2011:161).  The case study approach, 
therefore, has allowed me to investigate and analyse festivals thoroughly and holistically 
from multiple stakeholder perspectives. 
 
Malaysian Festivals in Australia: Case Studies 
My research involved fieldwork in three locations in Australia: Melbourne, Brisbane and 
Sydney.  The festivals that occurred in these locations were chosen because of their 
significance to their respective communities, as well as because of their inclusion of Silat 
and other cultural heritage performances.  All three festivals can be considered ‘hallmark 
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events’ (Getz 2013:44) due to the close association each event has to its respective 
communities, to the extent that these communities organise these festivals annually.   
 
Fiesta Malaysia Melbourne (FIESTA) 
The Fiesta Malaysia festival (FIESTA) in Melbourne was held on 25 May 2014 in 
Federation Square, in the heart of Melbourne city (Figure 4.1).  FIESTA was organised by 
Malaysian students with the assistance of the Malaysian Consulate in Melbourne.  The 
attractions included cultural heritage performances, contemporary musical bands, 
exhibitions, folk or ‘traditional’ games, and eating competitions.  Various Malaysian and 
international foods were sold by vendors along the River Terrace that is situated next to 
the Federation Square. 
 
Figure 4.1: Federation Square, Melbourne (Source: Federation Square. Image by Unknown – adapted from 
www.fedsquare.com).  The red star represents the stage for performances, while the areas where booths 
were erected are the red ovals.  The red line represents the rows of food stalls along the River Terrace.   
 
Fieldwork was conducted from 19 May to 1 June 2014.  The methods used involved 
observations at Silat training sites, community hubs, festival committee meetings, and the 
festival site at Federation Square. A live radio broadcast was held at the SBS Radio office 
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on 21 May to announce the anonymous survey questionnaire that would be undertaken 
during the Fiesta Malaysia festival.  The survey received a total of 49 responses. 
Interviews were held with 12 participants in 11 interview sessions once the festival 
had ended.  The informants included two performers, three organisers, five audience 
members or visitors, one volunteer and one food stall vendor.  Amongst them, four are 
considered key informants due to their experience in community and cultural heritage 
matters. 
Photographs and video recordings of the cultural performances were taken during 
observations at training facilities, community hubs, and at Federation Square.  Notes were 
taken at festival committee meeting sessions and during the day of the festival whenever 
there were opportunities.  Informants’ reflections on their personal experiences at the 
festival were also recorded in the observation notes.  Secondary data were collected in the 
form of community magazines, photographs and video recordings of past Fiesta Malaysia 
festivals.  All the data collected from these methods were transferred to NVIVO10 for 
organisation and analysis.   
 
Citra Malaysia Brisbane (CITRA) 
Citra Malaysia (CITRA) was a performance-only festival that was held on 20 September 
2014 in Brisbane’s Queen Street Mall.  Like Fiesta Malaysia in Melbourne, Queen Street 
Mall is in the heart of Brisbane’s Central Business District (Figure 4.2).  Although this 
Malaysian student-organised festival focused on cultural heritage performances that 
represent Malaysian history, CITRA also featured an exhibition corner and a photo booth 
where visitors could take self-photographs with costumed volunteers.   
Participant observation in Brisbane was a process that occupied several weeks, due 
to my status as part of the Malaysian community in this city.  However, the focused festival 
fieldwork occurred on 20 September 2014.  The methods used included observations of 
festival activities and encounters; anonymous survey questionnaires, and performance 
generating reflexive analysis through the use of ‘observant participation’ (Wacquant 
2004:6).  The survey followed the same process that was conducted in Melbourne, except 
that there was no radio announcement about the questionnaire.  The survey received a 
total of 62 responses. 
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Figure 4.2: Queen Street Mall, Brisbane (Source: Google Maps – adapted from 
https://www.google.com.my/maps).  The red star represents the location of CITRA 2014.      
 
 My status as a student was a double-edged sword in Brisbane.  Although I was able 
to access many community activities and build relationships with a number of participants, 
it was difficult to receive feedback on requests for an interview, especially when the 
interviewer was recognised as someone who potential participants already knew on a 
personal level.  As a consequence, there were only four interviews conducted during the 
Brisbane festival.  Three of the four participants represent key informants who have 
extensive experience in community activities including CITRA.   
Recordings of Silat and other performances at CITRA were taken with the 
assistance of one of the festival volunteers.  Video recordings and notes were also taken 
during rehearsals and meetings prior to the festival.  These pre-festival activities were 
organised by the festival organisers to gather the various performers together to discuss 
any concerns or issues pertaining to the festival.  Secondary data in the form of 
photographs and video recordings of past CITRA festivals were available on websites and 
also on YouTube.  NVIVO10 was the preferred software for immediate storage of data and 
initial organisation of primary data that were collected from the festival. 
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Malaysia Festival Sydney (MFEST) 
Sydney hosted the 2014 Malaysian Festival (MFEST) on 28 September 2014 at 
Tumbalong Park, within the Darling Harbour tourist hub to the west of the CBD (Figure 
4.3).  MFEST is the oldest and largest Malaysian festival in Australia.  MFEST 2014 
featured stage performances of cultural heritage, music bands, and eating competitions.  
Numerous booths that were set up in the Park provided visitors with Malaysian delicacies.  
Off-stage activities such as mascots and picture-taking with costumed volunteers were 
part of the festival attractions that were organised by Malaysian students in Sydney.         
 
 
Figure 4.3: Tumbalong Park, Darling Harbour, Sydney (Source: Google Maps – adapted from 
https://www.google.com.my/maps).  The red star represents the stage for performances. 
 
Fieldwork was conducted in Sydney from 22 September to 5 October 2014.  The 
primary methods of data collection were participant observation, survey questionnaires, 
and performance.  The survey process was similar to that in Brisbane.  A total of 24 people 
responded to the survey.  Even though I managed to receive assistance from festival 
volunteers in distributing the cards with the link to SurveyMonkey and the hardcopy of the 
questionnaires (see below), the small number of respondents was unexpected.  This might 
have been due to the enormity of MFEST compared to the other two festivals.  From my 
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observations, the area of the festival site and the number of visitors to MFEST far 
exceeded those in Melbourne and Brisbane.   
 There were eight interview participants, with four of these being key informants.  
One informant is a migrant who originated from Malaysia and married an Australian.  
There is now a third generation in their family who also performed a cultural heritage 
performance at MFEST.  Another key informant had previous experiences in MFEST as an 
organiser, a food vendor, and as a member of the audience.  This key informant also 
became one of the Silat performers in MFEST 2014. 
 Due to my involvement in two different types of performances in MFEST, I had the 
opportunity to record observations during rehearsals and during other pre-festival activities 
and encounters.  On the day of the festival, I received assistance from a friend of one of 
my fellow performers who was responsible for recording performances on stage.  This 
gave me the opportunity to meander through the huge festival area for observation and 
survey purposes.  On-site secondary data were minimal due to their peripheral relevance 
to my investigations.  Most of these secondary data were accrued through the MFEST 
website which had images and videos of past festivals.  Again, NVIVO10 was used for 
purposes similar to the festivals in Melbourne and Brisbane.     
 
Applied Research 
Introduction 
My field research has required several methods that complement the constructivist and 
living heritage paradigms.  These methods have enabled me to delve into both the 
diasporic community setting and the festival context in each of the three case study 
locations I have investigated.  Other than the typical ethnographic approach, such as 
participant observation and interviews, I also conducted anonymous survey 
questionnaires. 
 
Participant Observation/Observant Participation   
As participant-observers, researchers have to immerse themselves into the subject of 
investigation by becoming part of the community or the event through active and hands-on 
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involvement.  Tools such as field notes, video and audio recorders are essential in 
capturing this immersion by the researcher.   
Participant observation was undertaken at all three festival sites (Melbourne, 
Brisbane and Sydney), with techniques used varying with my varied roles at the festivals.  
When I was not performing Silat, I was able to observe both the festival environment and 
the other stage performances.  The former involved the observation of markers of identity 
and/or authenticity in the forms of images, texts (on banners and advertisements), and 
actions that had something to do with Silat or that suggested claims of identity and/or 
authenticity (Duffy and Waitt 2011:47).  The collected data from these observations were 
used in comparison with the data collected through interviews that focused on Silat 
performances in order to triangulate the stated and observed attitudes held by festival 
participants towards the different performances and their perceptions of the authenticity, 
identity and heritage of the performances (Hunter 2011:346; Rajadurai 2010:96).  
The observation of the stage environment involved descriptive and reflective note-
taking, photographs, and video recordings of Silat performances in which I was not 
involved as a performer.  I divided my field notes into two categories: a diary and an 
observation note.  This categorisation for note-taking purposes was influenced by the 
concept of performance dichotomy discussed in Chapter Three.  The diary was used to 
describe and reflect upon activities and encounters that occurred on the days prior to, and 
after, the actual day of each festival (i.e. the ‘back-stage’).  All the observations that were 
undertaken during the festivals (i.e. the ‘front-stage’) were recorded in the observation 
notes.  Both of these note-taking methods complemented my fieldwork strategy that 
divided the duration of fieldwork into three stages (see Fieldwork Strategy below). 
However, I only referred to the ‘back-stage’ and ‘front-stage’ as terms to represent 
the days when the observations occurred.  As explained in Chapter Three, back-stage 
performances can occur in the front-stage and front-stage performances can occur in the 
back-stage (Schechner 1985).  The diary and observation notes were analysed together to 
ascertain whether the activities and encounters that occurred outside the festivals 
influenced cultural heritage performances at the festivals.  Participant observation 
informed my understanding of how Malaysian festivals generated a sense of identity and 
authenticity via the performance of a variety of Malay and Malaysian cultural heritage 
elements ranging from Silat, ethnic dances, and ethnic weddings, as well as through food, 
costumes, folk games and exhibitions, as I describe in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. 
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Survey Questionnaires 
An anonymous survey of a selection of audience members at all three festivals was 
conducted using ‘random sampling’ – where potential respondents were selected at 
random – to understand the perceptions of the audience towards the performances, and 
how these perceptions related to attendees’ opinions and expectations of performance 
authenticity and identity (Cleveland and Chang 2009:965).   
The surveys were not conducted with the aim to establish a quantitative approach to 
my research, although the surveys did provide some quantitative data that I have 
assessed (see Katz 2012:263-264); rather they were designed primarily to identify the 
range of perceptions of authenticity and identity from the numerous festival participants 
and visitors.  The surveys were also useful in identifying potential interviewee participants 
who might become key informants in the subsequent round of research methods 
employed.   
Surveys have been widely used to gather data on archaeological and heritage sites 
or landscapes.  Such surveys may also include interviews with local people, and 
observations of their behaviour, to uncover living heritage practices (Andrews and Buggey 
2008:64).  Thus, heritage surveys and ethnographic observations and questionnaires have 
been undertaken to identify the local significance of landscapes and the values that are 
attached to these landscapes by local inhabitants (following examples presented by 
Kearney and Bradley 2006:199; Sullivan 2008:109). 
 Studies of heritage in the diaspora have also employed surveys to explore issues 
such as connections to the homeland (Knudsen 2001:80) and the significance of 
homeland historical places to diasporic communities (Gard’ner 2004:77).  Sim and Leith 
(2013), for example, used survey questionnaires to interrogate diaspora tourists about 
their sense of identity in the diaspora and their experiences with staged authenticity during 
visits back to their homelands (Sim and Leith 2013:267-271).  Sim’s and Leith’s methods 
show that surveys are not merely tools used to investigate the ‘indirect effects’ of a cultural 
festival where the focus is just on festival attendance (Del Barrio et al. 2012:240).  Surveys 
can also explore diasporic issues of identity and heritage authenticity in relation to living 
heritage in the form of questionnaires that directly inquire into these issues to form the 
perspectives of survey participants.  Interviews are another method that can be used to 
explore people’s perspectives on a range of topics.        
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The survey I used in my research involved both hardcopy and softcopy versions.  
Questionnaires were printed and brought to the festival sites and were distributed amongst 
members of the audience.  Audience members and other festival visitors who did not have 
the time to complete the survey at the festival were given wallet-sized cards that were 
printed with the links to the online questionnaires (see Appendix 3).   
The survey worked in tandem with interviews (see below).  Surveys also acted as a 
way for me to incorporate the views of people who were excluded from the interview 
process due to time constraints.  Questions in the survey were based on the underlying 
concepts that informed my research: cultural heritage performance; authenticity, and 
identity.  The questions were also tailored to fit the festival environment and the 
experiences that these festivals had to offer.     
 
Interviews 
The final method I used was informal interview.  Interviews are useful in heritage fieldwork 
due to their ability to collect in-depth data from willing informants.  Informants can range 
from community members to key government or management personnel and from 
practitioners to performers (Clarke 2007; Fox 2002).  Interviews can also ‘demonstrate that 
visitors’ life histories, emotions and cognitive constructs shape their heritage experience’ 
(Tzibazi 2014:499).  A constructivist-driven interview ‘enables it to quickly focus on 
important aspects of experience that might otherwise be hard for the person to reach for 
and articulate’ (Burr et al. 2014:344).  In some cases, interviews are undertaken as 
precursors to surveys (Fox 2002:71; Gard’ner 2004:77).  In other words, interviews can 
supply information that guides subsequent heritage surveys.   
 Because cultural festivals require a holistic approach to data collection due to the 
participation of various stakeholders, research methods involving interviews will 
necessarily need to involve key informants from a range of different stakeholder groups.  
In the cultural festival context, this includes organisers, performers, and general festival 
attendees (Hannam and Halewood 2006:18).  Interviews have also been used to 
investigate cultural and diasporic identities (Bunnell 2008; Dwyer 2000), as well as the 
changes that occur to diasporic living heritage and issues of authenticity (Knudsen 
2001:74).  For my research I used all the methods outlined above in gathering data from 
festival organisers, participants and visitors at three Malaysian cultural festivals. 
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The interview questions I used were in line with the purpose of my research, which 
is to understand the subjectivity or the ‘meaning of lived experience’ amongst the ‘subjects’ 
(organisers, volunteers, performers and audiences) of diasporic Malaysian cultural 
festivals (cf. French 1994:75).  Semi-structured interview questions were used with the 
help of an interview guide (Bernard 2002:204-205). 
The interview participants were all Malaysians (apart from one person) of various 
ethnicities (Malays; Chinese; Indians, and Kadazan) who were part of the Malaysian 
diasporic communities in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney.  Festival organisers, visitors 
and performers were interviewed based on their roles as festival stakeholders.  These 
‘Malaysians’ were from various Malaysian-related backgrounds, including Malaysian 
citizens who work or study in Australia; Malaysian immigrants who still maintain 
connections with their homeland; or Australians who have Malaysian parents/ancestors 
who also maintain their Malaysian heritage.  Only one interview participant originated from 
Singapore.  The reason for this inclusion was because of this participant’s important role in 
one of the Silat performances.  My original strategy had been to include more non-
Malaysian participants than actually eventuated.  The lower than anticipated numbers of 
non-Malaysians in my sample was due to time limitations.  I therefore chose to focus on 
Malaysian festival stakeholders as my primary participants as they are more significant to 
the objectives of my research than are non-Malaysians.      
In order to select the participants for interview, I had to personally traverse the 
festival sites.  My target area was the fields or spaces that were adjacent to, and opposite, 
the performance stages.  I identified the visitors who were attentive to the on-stage 
performances.  Once a performance ended, I introduced myself to the visitor and asked if 
the person could spare some of his/her time.  If they had no objections, I then presented to 
them the participant information sheet for them to peruse (see Appendix 4).  The 
participant information sheet contains information pertaining to the research and includes 
purpose of research; risks; benefits; and confidentiality.  Once the person understood the 
process, I asked if they could do the interview on-site.  My original strategy was to conduct 
interviews in-situ (Giovanardi, Lucarelli and Decosta 2014:107).  This would produce data 
that would immediately capture the lived experience of the participant who had just 
witnessed a cultural heritage performance.   
However, in the end all of my interviews had to be conducted after the festival.  This 
was because of the crowded nature of the festival environment, which made the site 
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unsuitable for interview sessions.  Both the participants and I were not comfortable with 
the hectic atmosphere that surrounded us.  As for visitors who were not fond of being 
interviewed, I gave them the business-sized cards that contained the online link to the 
survey questionnaire.   
The interviews were held at places that were comfortable and easy for the 
participants to access.  These places included their homes; offices; and local libraries.  
Before the interview began, the participants read and signed an informed consent form 
(see Appendix 5).        
All interviewees were assigned an alpha-numeric identifier code to de-identify the 
participant by name.  The codes are designated according to their relevant festivals.  For 
example, FM001 represents a participant from Fiesta Malaysia in Melbourne; CB001 
represents a participant from Citra Malaysia in Brisbane; and MS001 represents a 
participant from Malaysia Festival in Sydney.   
 
Organising and Analysing Data 
All the data collected using the methods outlined above, whether in notes, recordings, or 
photographs, have been stored securely and confidentially according to their types.  Raw 
written data obtained from field notes were organised in files to protect the data from 
environmental forces.  After they were collected and filed according to a filing system, the 
data were immediately translated (if not already in English), typed and saved as softcopies 
in more than one backup database.  Data from recording instruments such as the tape 
recorder were similarly organised, duplicated and stored. 
 The large collection of data was analysed using qualitative research software: 
NVIVO10 (Berg and Lune 2012:379).  The software assisted in analysing the recordings 
through features that enable the researcher to play, pause and segment the recordings to 
observe certain gestures or actions during workshops, rehearsals, performances and other 
relevant festival activities.  This feature of NVIVO10 accommodated the triangulation of 
data for analysis.  Other software that was used for data analysis included the Windows 
Media Player (for replaying recorded interviews and videos of performances); Microsoft 
Word (for transcribing recorded interviews); and Microsoft Excel (for categorising survey 
data according to specific columns and rows).  During the final stage of analysis, the 
relevant data from the different methods were categorised according to specific research 
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themes that arose from the data to produce emergent themes for performance, 
authenticity and identity.   
 
Fieldwork Strategy 
The methods outlined above generated data that, as well as providing information on the 
key emergent themes that inform my research questions, were structured in accordance 
with Schechner’s (1985) seven-part performance sequence.  The seven steps in this 
sequence are: training, workshops, rehearsals, warm-ups, performance, cool-down, and 
aftermath.  For my research, training, workshops and rehearsals were combined into a 
‘pre-festival’ category; warm-ups, performance and cool-down were in the ‘festival day’ 
category; and the aftermath was the ‘post-festival’ period.   
 
Pre-Festival 
My fieldwork strategy was formulated to achieve as many data collection opportunities as 
possible from one-day festivals.  The strategy involved a ‘pre-festival’ period of a week 
before the day of the festival.  This period was not only crucial to my ability to build a 
rapport with the organising committee, but was also a good opportunity to identify key 
informants and to attend meetings, rehearsals and other activities pertaining to the festival.  
Being involved in this pre-festival planning phase of the event provided me with important 
‘back-stage’ observations (MacCannell 1973), and also granted me access to participants 
who were later interviewed during the festival or during the ‘post-festival’ period.      
For FIESTA and MFEST I arrived at the locations a week before these festivals so 
that I could meet with the gatekeepers, festival committee members, and performers.  I 
used these visits to explain my research and seek participants’ informed consent.  This 
pre-festival period allowed me to connect with community members; to have group 
discussions with them; and to generate other methods such as informal, unstructured, or 
semi-structured interviews and observations.   
The data that I hoped to collect in this period pertained to performers’ opinions 
about their performance journeys and to record the feelings that performers had while 
learning, training, rehearsing, performing and experiencing the performance.  As my 
research questions indicate, it is performers’ perceptions of their cultural heritage and their 
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identity, as well as their perceived notions of ‘authentic’ Silat or Silat performances, that 
are the focus of my research.  
     
Festival Day 
The festival day covers the entire day for each festival.  The people who were usually 
available in the early part of the day were the organisers, volunteers, performers, vendors 
and city council workers.  During this time, I had the opportunity to meet with these people, 
especially Malaysian community members whom I had not been able to meet or talk to 
before the festival day period.   These encounters were useful in obtaining approval from 
these community members or stakeholders for later interview sessions or for discussions 
using emails or internet social sites such as Facebook.   
 Members of the audience helped to generate more data both through their lived 
experiences of the performances and their acts of publishing their recordings of the 
performances on the Internet.  I asked them if they were Malaysians or had Malaysian 
heritage, in accordance with my purposive sampling.  I also asked if they would be willing 
to have further discussions about their Silat experiences at later times.  If so, I would then 
ask for their emails or social websites such as Facebook in order to contact them for future 
interview sessions.  
 
Post-Festival 
The post-festival period is the time immediately after the festival day period.  This period 
involved following up with people who had agreed to be interviewed face-to-face.  
Interview sessions were held at places where participants felt comfortable and that were 
easily accessible.  These sessions were not more than a week after the festival date.  This 
measure was undertaken to ensure that people’s memories of their lived experiences at 
the festivals were collected fresh.     
 
Conclusion 
I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter that my research is distinct due, in part, to my 
use of observant participation in investigating cultural heritage performances of a diasporic 
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community.  This approach provides the researcher with the opportunity to experience 
negotiations between the various stakeholders of a living heritage – experiences that 
would not be accessible through participant observation, survey or interviews alone.  
Observant participation not only allows access to ‘back-stage’ negotiations, but it also 
permits the researcher to reflect on his or her own experiences.  This allowed me both etic 
and emic approaches to gathering data on perceptions of heritage authenticity and 
diasporic identities amongst the various stakeholders involved in the performances and the 
festivals generally.   
In the following chapters (Chapter Five, Chapter Six, and Chapter Seven) I set out 
the results that were generated from my fieldwork strategy.  The first of these chapters, 
Chapter Five, focuses on the performances of Silat in the three case studies and the ways 
in which these performances were negotiated both in the back-stage and the front-stage.     
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SILAT PERFORMANCES AT DIASPORIC MALAYSIAN FESTIVALS 
 
Introduction 
As we have seen, performances exist in both the back-stage and the front-stage of activity.  
In this chapter, I demonstrate that the back-stage ‘performers’ (i.e. Silat performers and 
festival organisers) were involved in negotiations regarding the knowledge, skills, and 
experience of Silat and Silat music; customs and ethics of the homeland; the 
implementation of performances in diaspora; and the history of a cultural heritage dance 
that resulted in a new type of performance that involved Silat.  In terms of the front-stage I 
demonstrate how the actual performance reflects the negotiations that occurred in the 
back-stage.  I also examine how the front-stage performance played out in light of the 
back-stage activities. 
From a theatrical perspective both the back-stage and front-stage concepts are 
intertwined due to the public’s knowledge of accentuated facts by actors and performers.  
But the situation is slightly different in the performance of martial arts.  In Chapter Three, I 
demonstrated that, although martial artists perform in front of audiences, they are actually 
performing their real identities as martial artists (Zarrilli 1984).  A Silat performance, 
therefore, is more complex than the usual performance act due to the fact that the martial 
artists in the dance-like movements of Silat represent actions about which only 
practitioners know the true meaning (Farrer 2007; Wilkinson 1910).  Nevertheless, other 
meanings could also persist in a Silat performance due to the relationship between 
performance and cultural heritage.   
 
Performance and Cultural Heritage 
Intangible cultural heritage, such as dances and martial arts, are often presented in both 
private and public settings in the form of performances.  A performance is able to portray 
stakeholders’ contemporary understandings, negotiations and interpretations of their 
cultural heritage.  Cultural heritage performances are portrayed in the manner that 
conforms to either the social, political, or spiritual goals of the stakeholders.        
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Festivals are temporary venues where diasporic communities publicise their culture 
and identity.  A festival is also ‘the showcase par excellence for the presentation of 
intangible heritage’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:57).  For communities in diaspora, cultural 
festivals and the cultural heritage performances within them also represent the 
experiences that these communities face outside the homeland and the negotiations that 
they make in matters pertaining to their culture and identity.  In this chapter I investigate 
the negotiations that were made between performers, organisers and audiences in the 
three Malaysian festivals in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney in 2014.        
   
Back-stage ‘Performances’ 
The concepts outlined in Chapter Three framed my investigation into the back-stage 
regions of the three festivals.  While planning and rehearsing for the performances did 
occur, as we shall see in this chapter, negotiations between the various stakeholders (i.e. 
artists and organisers) of the Silat performances were prominent in all the case studies, 
and often lead to last-minute variations in the performances actually enacted.  These 
negotiations were influenced by the different circumstances that stakeholders faced, which 
were often triggered by their diasporic environment.  Negotiations between performers and 
organisers occurred in regards to the structure of the performances of Silat and their 
respective contents prior to their public staging.  I present here the back-stage negotiations 
that I observed and participated in during the three case studies.  
 
Gamelan Silat Group: Fiesta Malaysia (FIESTA) 2014 
I had the opportunity to attend and observe a training session by the members of the 
Gamelan Silat performance group a few nights before their performance at Fiesta 
Malaysia in Melbourne (FIESTA).  The training was held at a martial arts gym that serves 
as the base for the Australian Pencak Silat Federation (APSF), which is headed by an 
Indonesian Silat teacher.  The group comprised Malay migrants (from Malaysia and 
Singapore), Malay-Malaysian students, a Vietnamese practitioner, an Indonesian-
Australian performer; and an Anglo-Australian Silat practitioner (Figure 5.1).  This 
multicultural and multinational group did more than just train together, as they were 
required to negotiate a range of issues related to the performance of Silat, generated by 
their varying cultural backgrounds. 
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Figure 5.1: Multicultural and multinational Gamelan Silat group in a practice session 
 
Although the founder and leader of the Gamelan Silat performance group is a Malay 
migrant, he was very accommodating of the ideas proffered by his non-Malay fellow 
performers.  The Anglo-Australian Silat practitioner, who learnt Silat music from his 
Indonesian Silat teacher, shared his knowledge of Indonesian Silat music with the others 
in the group.  His enthusiasm and experience for both Silat and Silat music is summarised 
in his statement that ‘music is the soul of Silat’ (FM002).  Following much discussion, he 
and the Gamelan Silat founder mutually agreed to play the Malay style of music during 
instrumental performances, while the Indonesian-influenced Silat music would be 
performed to accompany the Silat performers in their routines during FIESTA.   
Negotiations also occurred between the Vietnamese performer and the Indonesian-
Australian Silat practitioner regarding who would perform the Ganda or choreographed 
Silat duel.  At first they negotiated between each other on how to combine their different 
Silat knowledge into the Ganda performance.  The differences in their experiences of and 
background in Silat – the Vietnamese in sports Silat and the Indonesian-Australian in 
classic Indonesian Silat – gave them the impetus to continue their training through verbal 
directions, physical movements, and occasional reference to a YouTube video of past 
Ganda performances by other Silat practitioners.  The Ganda pair also negotiated with the 
Gamelan Silat music team.  The performers requested two types of music: a slow version 
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to mark their entrance to the stage at FIESTA and a faster and fiercer tempo during their 
‘fighting’ sequence.  These negotiations assisted in the formation of collaborations 
between musicians and Silat performers for FIESTA. 
The lengthy negotiations that decided how Gamelan Silat was to be performed 
demonstrate how, in a diasporic context, a pure Malay Silat performer and performance is 
not necessarily what is wanted.  With performers in Australia comprising both Malay 
students and others, a more eclectic form of Silat than the ones that occur in the homeland 
may come into being.  I will talk more about this in the chapter on authenticity, but the 
back-stage elements discussed above show that this amalgam of Silat styles evolved 
satisfactorily in the FIESTA arrangements, due to the connections between the 
performers.  These connections were generated out of the mutual interest all had in the 
martial art of Silat.  There were no indications of any political agendas influencing either 
the connections between the performers or the negotiations to produce an amalgamated 
Silat performance.  In other words, the performers did not plan and negotiate their 
performances with the desire or motive to propagate certain political beliefs and ideals.         
This amalgam, however, is not peculiar to Gamelan Silat and the diasporic context.  
The practice of Silat in Malaysia is regarded as a fusion between the performer and his/her 
weapons (Razha Rashid 1990:65).  This is due to the emotional relationship that a Silat 
practitioner has with his/her daggers or swords and how these weapons represent the 
practitioner’s emotional state of being.  Silat is also an amalgam of different but intertwined 
components (Farrer 2009:87).  Weaponry, footwork, dance, aesthetics, and combat 
scenarios are some of the many components of Silat that were performed during FIESTA 
2014.  These elements also informed the Silat performances at Citra Malaysia in Brisbane.   
 
Silat Performances: Citra Malaysia (CITRA) 2014 
I have taught Silat voluntarily in Brisbane since 2013.  Other than for personal health and 
the continuation of martial arts practices that I have acquired over the past ten years, the 
Silat class has allowed me to establish relationships with both Malaysian students and 
migrants who originated from Malaysia, and has contributed to a demand for my 
performance of Silat on several occasions associated with the Citra Malaysia festival 
(CITRA) in 2014.   
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 A few months before CITRA, I was approached by a Chinese-Malaysian student 
who was part of the organising committee for CITRA to discuss the proposed programme 
for the festival.  The CITRA committee wanted to organise a performance-only Malaysian 
festival that would feature the chronological history of Malaysia.  The committee proposed 
that Silat would represent the formation of the Malay people in Malaysian history.  
Although this festival theme limits the generality (Mason 2009) and variety (Kartomi 2011) 
of Silat, the committee was concerned with the national identity of the festival and its 
attractions. 
 As I have discussed in Chapter Two, Silat in Malaysia is practised on two levels: 
ethnic and national (Wazir Jahan Karim 1990:16).  The ethnic level is when Malays who 
learn Silat perform in order to rediscover the Malay ‘adat’ – a term that encompasses 
Malay customs, politics and ethnic legal affairs (Ryan 1971:43) – that is slowly declining 
from Malay society due to the influence of modern ideals and foreign stimuli.  Silat, as a 
repository of Malay customs (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:386), is an ideal choice for Malays to 
learn about their past.  At the national level, however, Silat is often practised by large Silat 
organisations for the sole purpose of acquiring financial support from the Malaysian 
government for their activities.       
From an intangible cultural heritage that, in the homeland, represents either the 
Malay ethnicity or the nation of Malaysia (Zainal Abdul Latiff 2012:380; 392), Silat was re-
interpreted by CITRA’s multicultural Malaysian student organising committee in Brisbane 
to represent the history of Malays in Malaysia through a performance.  This re-
interpretation was done ‘consciously’ to highlight Malaysian history, not from a political 
perspective but from a cultural perspective (Graham, Tunbridge and Ashworth 2000:98).  
However, there were no indications in the data that this re-interpretation contributed to 
disputes or ‘dissonance’ amongst the various stakeholders (Smith 2006:80). 
The negotiable qualities of an intangible cultural heritage such as Silat allow actions 
to be made based on the values that are significant to stakeholders.  These actions, 
however, raise the issue of dissonance in heritage (Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996).  
Dissonance can simply occur when one stakeholder claims ownership of heritage, which 
then may or may not deny the significance of that heritage to other stakeholders.  Claims 
pertaining to the ownership of, and authority over, heritage are often juxtaposed with 
actions that can influence the sustainability of heritage for future generations.          
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The CITRA committee requested an aggressive type of Silat performance. This was 
to be one of the main attractions for CITRA under the title of ‘Malaysian martial arts’.  In 
other words, the fierce Silat performance was designed to fit the theme of the festival and 
was regarded by its diasporic stakeholders as a representation of both Malay and 
Malaysian identities.  Nevertheless, an action-packed Silat performance is actually atypical 
of the kind of Silat performance that Malaysians are used to in the homeland, especially in 
settings that emphasise history, culture and entertainment (Farrer 2009:27-30; Wright 
1980:4).  It is as if the preference of Malaysians in Brisbane in regards to Silat 
performance was towards the crude fighting origins of Silat and not the ‘over-stylised and 
mannered’ performances of Silat that have been developed in Malaysia through centuries 
of refinement (see Chapter Two) (Ryan 1971:66).   
 The committee wanted to highlight Silat as a ‘Malaysian martial art’ and thus asked 
me if I could perform, with my students, a variety of Silat skills and techniques and not the 
usual artistic style that I had performed in previous events in Brisbane.  Before agreeing to 
the request, I noticed in the programme schedule that there would also be ethnic wedding 
performances in CITRA.  Therefore, I suggested to the organiser that there could be two 
Silat performances in CITRA 2014: a Silat team performance and a Silat performance 
during the Malay ethnic wedding.  I made this suggestion because I saw an opportunity to 
compare the perception of stakeholders and audiences towards these two different types 
of Silat performance.  I also knew that I could convince one of my students, who was also 
a practitioner of another style of Silat in Malaysia, to perform with me the specific Silat 
performance for Malay weddings or Silat Pulut (see Chapter Two).   
After several nights of joint training and discussions with organisers and other 
performers, the committee agreed to an additional Silat performance as part of the Malay 
ethnic wedding ceremony.  In Malaysia, a Silat Pulut performance is usually a lengthy 
performance and accompanied by Gendang Silat music.  Unfortunately, in Brisbane the 
performance time had to be limited to suit the performance schedule imposed by the 
organisers, and there were no Gendang Silat musicians; so we used a recording of the 
Gendang Silat music from the internet instead of live musicians.  
In addition to the lack of Silat music, our location in Brisbane made it difficult for us 
to procure the specific Silat costumes for our performances.  After much deliberation, my 
students agreed to buy black t-shirts and black martial arts pants while I borrowed batik 
and other cloths from the organisers to complete our Silat costumes.  These were the most 
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convenient and most economic alternatives to acquiring formal costumes.  My students 
later conveyed to me that they felt more spirited in their training and rehearsals after 
wearing the makeshift costumes.  Personally, I had the same feeling as my students.  
Although I donned my Silat uniform that I had brought with me from Malaysia whenever I 
taught Silat to my students, their presence in front of me during training with their acquired 
costumes produced an excitement inside me that enabled me to continue guiding them as 
a fellow performer while keeping my researcher persona intact through continuous 
introspection (Ronai 1992:103).  This interaction between my ‘self’ and my students is only 
fathomable from the perspective of the insider (through a reflexive observant participation) 
and not through a limited ‘frame’ of cultural performance that only focuses on the 
immediate interaction between performers and their audiences (Goffman 1974).   
From an observant participant self-examination, I noticed that my feeling of 
excitement due to my students’ Silat apparel was most likely the result of my acquired 
dispositions, or ‘habitus’, based on my Silat experiences in Malaysia (Wacquant 2004:16).  
Perhaps I was reminiscing the moments of Silat practices with my fellow Silat practitioners 
in the training grounds back in my homeland while I was teaching my students in Brisbane.  
Back then we were always in full Silat costumes during Silat practices.  For us back home, 
the donning of our Silat costumes was like cloaking ourselves in the spirit or ‘semangat’ of 
ancient Malay warriors (Farrer 2008:35; Sutton 1995:689).  That feeling was itself a 
motivation for us to continue our Silat training as modern practitioners of Silat in a 21st 
Century environment.  I will discuss this relationship between costumes and performers’ 
feelings in the chapter on authenticity.       
Another issue surfaced during our discussions with the organisers and the other 
Malay wedding performers.  It is related to the angle that the Silat performers and the 
‘newlyweds’ would face during the Silat Pulut performance.  Traditionally, Silat Pulut 
performers must face the newlyweds.  The concern for the CITRA performance was that if 
the bride and groom were seated facing towards the audience, then the Silat Pulut 
performers would have to show their backs to the audience during the performance.  This 
concern was not only voiced by the Silat practitioners, but also by the students who would 
be acting as the bride and groom during CITRA.   
Due to the Malay custom of perceiving the bride and groom as the ‘King and Queen 
of the Day’ (Abu Talib Ahmad 2010:12), Silat Pulut performers must assume the 
responsibility of starting and ending their performances by always facing the ‘King and 
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Queen’ (Kamal Md Saad and Salbiah Abd Rahman 2014:10).  However, in the context of 
the festival, these actions would prevent the audience from having a clear view of the 
intricacies of the Silat performance.  Fortunately, performers and CITRA organisers all 
agreed that when the ‘newlyweds’ entered the stage, they would sit on their chairs at an 
angle that would not let their backs be in the direction of the audience but at the same time 
would give the audience the opportunity to watch the Silat Pulut performance without any 
hindrance. 
These examples of the negotiations associated with the Silat Pulut performance 
and the Malay wedding revealed the influence that back-stage organisational needs can 
have on front-stage performances.  However, and as a consequence, such influences can 
also impact on issues of authenticity in regards to the performance of cultural heritage and 
the significance of this cultural heritage to the diasporic communities.  These issues will be 
discussed further in later chapters.    
The Silat Pulut performance rehearsals for the Malay wedding revealed that both 
Malay customs and Silat ethics had considerable influence even in a diasporic context.  
Although the Silat Pulut performance was staged in accordance with the back-stage 
negotiations, Malay customs and Silat ethics were the ‘roots’ that linked the diasporic 
performance to the homeland version (Sahoo and Maharaj 2007:1-18).  Therefore, the 
Silat Pulut performance exemplifies the result of ‘positioning’ – the use of signifiers or 
identity markers as a strategic evaluation for current communal or societal identity 
arrangement (Hall 1990:231) – diasporic identity, not through negotiations between past 
and present identities, but through negotiations of homeland roots and diasporic 
performances.  These negotiations also informed the performance of Silat at Malaysia 
Festival in Sydney.  
   
Ulek Mayang Dance: Malaysia Festival (MFEST) 2014 
For the Malaysian Festival (MFEST) Silat performance in Sydney, it was agreed between 
me and the MFEST organisers that I would join a Malay wedding performance as one of 
three Silat performers.  Later I was asked if I could also join the organiser’s own team of 
dancers for an Ulek Mayang dance performance, due to the shortage of male performers 
in her group.   
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The Ulek Mayang dance team had originally wanted me to be a part of their 
performance as merely an entranced fisherman.  However, after sharing the story of Ulek 
Mayang to the Malaysian student dancers – who, surprisingly, had minimal knowledge of 
the origins of the dance – the students reconsidered my role and we negotiated the 
inclusion of Tok Pawang (played by me), an actor who uses his Silat movements to defend 
and cure the fisherman (played by another male performer) against the dancers who 
performed as the seven enchanted princesses. 
 As well as these performance roles, we also negotiated how Silat movements would 
fit into the Ulek Mayang performance.  This is due to the fact that the examples of the Ulek 
Mayang dance on Internet sources such as YouTube show the character of Tok Pawang 
not as a warrior, but only as a healer who ‘battled’ the princesses solely with incantations 
and the coconut-palm blossom or Mayang.  Upon realising this, we discussed whether it 
was more appropriate to align the performance with what we had observed on the Internet 
or to make our own interpretation of the dance that emphasises the battle between Tok 
Pawang and the princesses, based on the physical movements of Silat.  We eventually 
agreed to utilise the skills that were present amongst the practitioners and continued to 
practise together in three sessions before MFEST. 
 In terms of costumes, the Ulek Mayang dancers, who were mostly debutants, had 
acquired their regalia from previous student performers.  I was told by the organiser that 
our Ulek Mayang performance would be the first in Sydney to implement the Tok Pawang 
character.  Therefore, when the organiser asked whether I was in need of assistance, I 
preferred to wear the same Silat apparel that I had used in my performances in Brisbane.  
This would emphasise the character’s ability to fight against the sea princesses, but was 
also convenient for me as my costume was comfortable and allowed for the various Silat 
movements that would be needed during the front-stage performance. 
 The Ulek Mayang back-stage process revealed a discrepancy between the 
knowledge of a cultural heritage performance and the skills for enacting that cultural 
heritage.  In other words, the understanding and practice of a cultural heritage 
performance do not necessarily equate to an understanding of the cultural heritage itself.  
By being in diaspora, performers tried to discover ideas for a performance through 
examples from the Internet.  The lack of a proper reference allowed diasporic performers 
of Ulek Mayang to re-interpret the performance, which lead to an amalgamation of two 
different cultural heritage performances into a new representation of the dance. 
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 The back-stage circumstances and the performance outcome exemplify the 
behaviour of diasporic communities in using heritage to establish identities ‘beyond the 
limits of the location in which they take place’ (Prats 2009:82).  I will focus on the 
discussion of identity in a later chapter, but from a performance perspective, the limitations 
for the Ulek Mayang dancers in Sydney were both their diasporic environment and the lack 
of a proper homeland reference to the dance.  The acceptance of Silat and the 
negotiations that ensued demonstrate the efforts by Ulek Mayang performers to strive 
beyond the limitations of their diasporic conditions.  Furthermore, the strong connection 
between heritage and identity, as we shall see in the following chapters, allowed 
Malaysian performers in Sydney to use heritage to connect Malaysian diasporic 
communities to each other as well as to the surrounding environment (Harrison 2010:245) 
through the integrated performance of two cultural heritage performances. 
 
Analysing the Back-Stage ‘Performances’ 
My analysis of the back-stage performances, as well as subsequent analysis sections, are 
more analytical than evocative (Anderson 2006).  My strategy to divide fieldwork at the 
festivals into three periods (pre-festival; festival day; post-festival) provided the means to 
‘extract meaning’ (Sykes 2014:6) from the experiences that I had through my back-stage 
encounters.  These fieldwork periods enabled the acquisition of multiple ‘frames’ of 
interactions through my encounters with multiple stakeholders of the festivals generally, 
and of the Silat performances specifically.  For the pre-festival period, for example, I 
gained access to performers’ training sessions, festival committee meetings, and diasporic 
community gatherings.  I was able to capture moments in these back-stage events through 
observant participation.   
Introspection was very effective in analysing back-stage moments that occurred 
unexpectedly.  As I mentioned above, I was suddenly asked to perform the Silat dance or 
‘bunga’ by the Silat practitioners in Melbourne during their training session.  Although it 
was an opportunity for me to gain their trust, I could have said ‘no’ and just focused on 
observing them instead.  What really made me do it?  Upon reflection, I realised that I was 
excited to be there amongst fellow Silat practitioners.  Being away from my homeland, I 
really yearned to relive the rush of adrenaline with a Silat practice.  Yes, I was there as a 
researcher and because of that, I tried to maintain a professional demeanour.  I was 
‘performing’ or presenting a self to the gaze of others (Denzin 2014:11; Goffman 1959).  
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However, the request by Melbourne’s Silat practitioners provided me with an excuse to 
shed, albeit briefly, my professional persona and reveal a restrained identity through Silat.  
This insight into the reason for a particular moment to occur could only have been 
achieved through observant participation.  An etic-driven participant observation would not 
produce this manner of understanding.  In other words, observant participation is flexible 
and allows researchers to be both reactive and proactive to conditions presented by the 
environment or the event that is under investigation (Roach 2014:41-44).  Yet participant 
observation does provide important perspectives on the back-stage processes I observed, 
as I now outline.   
As we have seen, the diasporic circumstance influenced the back-stage production 
of cultural heritage performances.  Multinational and multicultural individuals in Melbourne 
combined their knowledge and skills to produce an amalgamation of music and Silat for a 
Malaysian festival.  In Brisbane, Malaysian students from various ethnicities planned to 
stage a Silat performance that represented both Malay and Malaysian identities.  The 
cultural heritage dance of Ulek Mayang was reinterpreted in Sydney to include Silat 
movements. 
 The performers in all three case studies were very open to ideas and readily 
negotiated these ideas amongst themselves.  The Malay and Malay-Malaysian performers 
were not forced by anyone, nor were they pressured by the diasporic environment and its 
conditions, when they were negotiating and designing their performances throughout the 
back-stage process.  Although they were part of the diaspora, there were no indications 
that the dominant host culture was influencing the back-stage negotiations (Carlson 
1996:182).  Therefore, the performers were able to involve with the ‘ostension’ (Eco 
1977:110) of their performances – the performers purposely negotiating and selecting 
elements of Silat for display at the front-stage – in accordance with their own knowledge, 
skills, experiences, and the materials (i.e. musical instruments) that were available to 
them.  The following analysis of the consequent front-stage performances will elaborate on 
the actual public performances that occurred, based on these back-stage outcomes, and 
this includes further analysis of the reinterpretation of cultural heritage elements such as 
the Ulek Mayang and Silat movements.     
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Front-stage Performances 
The negotiations and decisions that occurred during the back-stage planning were 
designed to produce heritage performances that either showcased Silat as a stand-alone 
performance or as part of other heritage performances such as the ethnic Malay wedding 
and the Ulek Mayang dance.  The front-stage performance demonstrates how the back-
stage planning manifests itself in the actual festival context; it also indicates the 
differences between the agreed performance programme during the back-stage 
negotiations and the final front-stage performance.  I present a summary of the front-stage 
performances, highlighting the deviations from the back-stage negotiations, and I outline 
the reasons for these changes. 
 
Gamelan Silat Performance at FIESTA Melbourne 2014 
‘Gamelan Silat’ is the name for a group of Silat practitioners and Gendang and Gamelan 
(Malay drums and percussions) musicians who combined their talents into a performance 
group centred on the martial art of Silat for FIESTA.  The founder, FM050 – a Malay 
migrant from Singapore with strong familial ties in Malaysia – decided to continue his 
efforts to maintain and spread Malay cultural heritage amongst both the Malay and wider 
communities in Melbourne by creating a group of musicians centred on the Gendang and 
Gamelan instruments.   
Cultural heritage is very important because it is our footprint.  We can know where we come 
from.  Our children who are born here, they don’t know.  They know rap and hip hop.  So I 
perform our cultural heritage to let them say ‘Ah! So this is Malay culture!’ (FM050). 
The Australian Pencak Silat Federation (APSF) had invited FM050 to train at the APSF 
facility.  APSF is headed by an Indonesian Silat instructor who practises the Indonesian 
version of the Gendang.  The sharing of knowledge and skills between Performer FM050 
and APSF marked the formation of the Gamelan Silat group which showcased the music 
of Gendang and Gamelan, and the martial art of Silat.   
The group was divided into two instrumental teams – Gendang and Gamelan – and 
the Silat team.  The Gendang team trained at the APSF facility with the Silat team, while 
the Gamelan team, which was made up of children of Malay migrants, developed the skills 
of its members in both the music of Gamelan and the martial art of Silat at a different 
location. 
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Despite the performance preparation that saw music and martial arts working 
together, there were two noticeable incidences relating to the performance of Silat at 
FIESTA that ensured a difference between back-stage preparation and actual 
performance.  The first was the separation that occurred between the instrumental teams 
and the Silat performers during their stage presentations.  Due to the limited space on the 
stage in Federation Square, the Gamelan Silat musicians performed on stage, but their 
Silat colleagues had to perform on the floor of Federation Square just in front of the stage 
(Figure 5.2). 
But the problem was, well actually we could have performed the Gamelan and the Silat 
together on the stage.  We asked the sound engineer to take down the fold-back at the 
front… at the front right … [where there were] those speakers, so that the Silat performers 
could have performed directly in front of us.  But the sound engineer was lazy.  He said he 
would then have to bring those things up again for the other performances (FM050). 
The separation was not intended but was a direct effect of the staging during the festival.  
Although the Gamelan Silat group did cope with the situation, this circumstance was but 
one form of last-minute negotiation that occurred at the festival.   
 
Figure 5.2: Separation between Gamelan Silat musicians and Silat performers 
 
Another incident was an unexpected performance of an additional Silat routine, in 
addition to the Gamelan Silat group.  Unbeknown to other Gamelan Silat members and to 
the festival organisers, one of the Malay Gamelan Silat performers had invited an 
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Indonesian Silat team, Merpati Putih, to join in the performance.  She justified her action 
by comparing the differences in Silat styles to the different Malaysian ethnicities living in 
Australia. 
I mean if you’re doing a martial arts [performance] already I think just like we were talking 
about different races you know, if you are all under one same roof, I think at the end of the 
day, you still have to come together at some point to promote it (FM051). 
Although surprised by their sudden appearance, the organisers allowed Merpati Putih to 
perform with the Gamelan Silat group. 
We communicated with the person in charge of Silat and they only mentioned that they will 
have people playing the Gamelan and there will be people who perform the Silat, but 
suddenly during the day the Indonesian group suddenly came to us and asked the M.C. 
when is their turn to perform? Then suddenly the M.C. panicked and they called me and I 
also panicked because I didn’t know. So it was out of my control, because I cannot 
suddenly stop them and say ‘you cannot perform’ so I just let them perform (FM002). 
As I was observing the situation, I noted a conversation between FM050 and the instructor 
of Merpati Putih – an Indonesian Silat style that focuses on the development of inner 
power (De Groot and Notosoejitno 2008:114; De Grave 2011:125-129) – before the start 
of their performance.  Performer FM050 asked the instructor if he wanted background 
music during Merpati Putih’s performance, to which the instructor agreed and thanked 
‘Performer FM050’ for his assistance.  After the Silat team from the Gamelan Silat group 
ended its performances, the Merpati Putih team performed its routine accompanied by 
music from the Gamelan Silat music teams (Figure 5.3). 
 
 
Figure 5.3: Merpati Putih Indonesian Silat group at FIESTA Melbourne 2014 
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The Gamelan Silat group and FIESTA organisers were both faced with disruptive 
incidents that required Goffman’s ‘corrective interchange’ (cited in Carlson 1996:37) to 
occur, especially amongst members of the Gamelan Silat group.  The interaction between 
the Gamelan Silat group founder and the Merpati Putih instructor included the list of 
actions that Goffman theorised would occur when people are faced with socio-cultural 
disruptions: ‘challenge; offering; acceptance; and thanks’ (Carlson 1996:37).  These 
corrective actions allowed a collaborative performance between the two Silat groups in 
Melbourne that differed only in the addition of Merpati Putih; thus re-establishing 
‘equilibrium’ to both the Silat performances and the festival proceedings (Carlson 
1996:37).           
While the stage at Federation Square had influenced the way Silat was represented 
by the Gamelan Silat group, the unexpected arrival of an Indonesian Silat group – Merpati 
Putih – not only influenced the overall performance, but also revealed a similarity to the 
situation that occurred in the back-stage.  National backgrounds were not an issue in the 
acceptance of an Indonesian Silat group in a Malaysian cultural festival.  The last-minute 
performance collaboration between Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih was possible due to 
the focus on the cultural heritage of Silat by both groups and the organisers at FIESTA, 
rather than a focus on Malaysian ‘identity’ and ‘authenticity’ in heritage representation (see 
next chapters for further discussion).  However, this was not the case at the Citra Malaysia 
festival in Brisbane, where Malaysian identity in the performance of Silat was a strongly 
emphasised focus.        
 
Silat Performances at CITRA Brisbane 2014 
As was mentioned earlier in this chapter, CITRA presented two Silat performances: a Silat 
team performance (Figure 5.4) and a Silat Pulut performance during the Malay ethnic 
wedding ceremony.  The former became one of the main attractions of the whole festival 
event (Figure 5.5), and there were no untoward issues arising from the final performance. 
The Malay ethnic wedding was a more complicated affair than the Silat team 
performance.  The wedding started with a procession along the aisle between the seated 
members of the audience.  The Silat Pulut pair waited on the stage facing at a 45-degree 
angle.  Once the ‘newlyweds’ had taken their seats, we signalled to the audio team to play 
the Gendang Silat music that had been downloaded from the Internet.  We performed the 
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Silat Pulut according to the structure that my student and I had practised prior to CITRA, 
but we did include some improvisations to our movements – for example a move that was 
supposed to be subtle and artistic became faster and more aggressive than we had 
originally intended – in response to the situation and the way the audience responded to 
the performance.  
 
 
Figure 5.4: Silat team performance during CITRA Brisbane 2014 (Image courtesy of Jiun Tsuen Low 
from https://www.facebook.com/CitraMsia/)   
 
 
Figure 5.5: CITRA banner. Silat was mentioned in the banner as ‘Malaysian Martial Arts’ 
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By comparing the response of the audience through the cheers and applause at the 
end of the two Silat performances, I noticed that the Silat team performance had a more 
raucous response than the Silat Pulut performance.  This might be due to the obvious 
glamorisation of the team performance through the festival advertising (Figure 5.5) or it 
might also be due to the partial nature of the Silat Pulut performance.   
I define a ‘partial’ Silat performance as a performance that features within another 
heritage performance.  A ‘partial’ Silat performance shares its audience with the other 
heritage performance and requires prior negotiations with other stakeholders of the 
heritage performance in terms of its contents and structure.  In other words, audiences 
could not focus their attention only on the ‘partial’ Silat performance due to the coincident 
attraction of the other heritage performance occurring at the same time.  This may have 
lead to the dwindled response from the audience towards the Silat portion of the overall 
performance.   
 From my previous experiences in both Malaysia and Australia, audiences are often 
more interested in the aggressive and action-packed self-defence techniques of Silat than 
they are with the artistry of Silat dances, which include Silat Pulut.  The later section of this 
chapter on stakeholder perceptions will provide the actual responses at CITRA where we 
will see why the audience preferred the action-packed performances.   
The partial nature of the Silat Pulut performance in relation to the performance of a 
Malay wedding in Brisbane can be construed as an amalgam between the two cultural 
heritage elements due to the negotiations that occurred in the back-stage.  As we have 
seen, Malay customs and Silat ethics were the ‘roots’ that fused together the Malay 
wedding and Silat Pulut performances for CITRA (Sahoo and Maharaj 2007:1-18).  The 
weaving together of these roots – Malay customs as representing the Malay ethnic identity 
and Silat ethics as representing the strong relationship between heritage and identity – not 
only mediated the process of negotiations in the back-stage, but also resulted in a 
combination that was ‘achieved through the creative acts of cultural performance’ 
(Werbner 1996:82).   
The Silat performances at CITRA succeeded in manifesting the back-stage plans 
that informed these performances.  Nevertheless, small changes still occurred to certain 
movements that might not have been noticeable to audiences but were definitely felt by 
the performers.  The way the audience responded to the Silat team performance 
compared to the Silat Pulut performance during the Malay wedding, in a way, paralleled 
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the back-stage request by the CITRA committee for an aggressive Silat performance, and 
this will be discussed later in the chapter.    
     
Ulek Mayang Dance Performance at MFEST Sydney 2014 
Ulek Mayang is a Malay dance that originated from the state of Terengganu in east-coast 
Peninsula Malaysia (Muhammad Takari 2005; Sarkissian 1998).  It revolves around the 
ancient story of a fisherman who was enchanted by six supernatural Puteri or sea 
princesses.  A Malay healer or Tok Pawang was called by the villagers to heal the 
fisherman.  A great battle raged between Tok Pawang and the six princesses with fighting 
lasting for three days and three nights until the eldest of the princesses, Puteri Tujuh (the 
seventh princess), came to stop the senseless battle and bring peace between the land 
(Tok Pawang and other humans) and the sea.  The Ulek Mayang dance was a healing 
ritual against diseases and supernatural possessions before it was changed into a purely 
performance art (Nicholas 2009).  
 The Ulek Mayang performance for MFEST was scheduled to perform first in the 
morning and then again in the evening (Figure 5.6).  The morning performance was 
viewed by only a handful of people.  This might have been due to the fact that it was only 
the second performance of the day, and many people had not yet arrived at the festival 
site.  In between the morning and evening performances, the Ulek Mayang dancers either 
joined other costumed performers in parading across the field of Tumbalong Park to let 
visitors take photographs with them (Figure 5.7), or they escaped the hot sun and rested in 
the back-stage area that was made exclusively for performers and organisers (Figure 5.8). 
The second Ulek Mayang performance was delayed due to three of the Ulek 
Mayang dancers having just completed another Malay ethnic dance, and needing to 
change their costumes.  In contrast to the audience for the morning performance, the 
number of people viewing the evening Ulek Mayang was tremendous.  Some children 
even sat on the edge of the stage, which crowded the performance area and required 
some quick revisions to the performance (such as the addition of a somersault by me 
across the entranced fisherman) to avoid the children.  We received loud applause and 
approval from the audience at the end of the performance. 
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Figure 5.6: Ulek Mayang dance performance at MFEST Sydney 2014 
 
 
 
Figure 5.7: Ulek Mayang dancers as attractions for visitors at MFEST Sydney 2014 
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Figure 5.8: Back-stage area during MFEST Sydney 2014 
 
 The way the Ulek Mayang dance was performed shows that Silat can be used to re-
interpret not only the performance of another cultural heritage genre but also the role of 
certain characters in that performance.  Silat itself is identified as having multiple roles 
such as the representation of the fierce Malay warrior culture and as a form of celebration 
through Silat’s dance movements (Farrer 2009:30).  At the same time, martial arts such as 
Silat can ‘bring out the dualistic role of individuals in culture and society as passive 
participants and active agents of change’ (Wazir Jahan Karim 1990: 16).  Silat movements 
such as hand gestures and stepping patterns that resembled dancing were used to 
represent and exaggerate the battle between Tok Pawang and the sea princesses.  
Although the Ulek Mayang dancers were not performing Silat, they interacted with the Silat 
performers through the collaborative nature of the dance.  The acceptance of Silat into the 
performance allowed the dancers to be ‘active agents of change’ towards the performance 
of cultural heritage (Wazir Jahan Karim 1990:16).  The dancers’ role was not only limited 
to being dancers of Ulek Mayang, but also as ‘sea princesses’ of a legend; sea warriors 
against the Tok Pawang; and as one of the attractions with whom visitors could take 
pictures, due to their distinct and brightly-coloured costumes.    
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Analysing the Front-Stage Performances 
The three case studies revealed the influence of a range of aspects of the festivals on the 
front-stage Silat, and Silat-related, performances.  Performers had to negotiate their 
performances in line with the adequacy of the stage and the enthusiasm of the audience.  
The costumes that performers wore were significant to the performance of heritage on-
stage as much as they were significant as festival attractions off-stage.   
 Front-stage performances also revealed the continuation of back-stage 
negotiations, as occurred in the Gamelan Silat group performance in Melbourne.  This 
continuation is against Goffman’s (1959) concept that places the back-stage as a separate 
entity from the front-stage.  The Gamelan Silat example linked the back-stage to the front-
stage through the practice of multinational negotiations.  CITRA’s Silat performances in 
Brisbane, on the other hand, disassociated the front-stage from the back-stage through the 
subtle improvisations that occurred during the festival in accordance with the situation and 
the feelings of the performers.   
Re-interpretations of a cultural heritage performance such as the Ulek Mayang 
required only selected movements from Silat.  These movements that were designed in 
the back-stage can alter not just the performance in general but also the role of a 
character that was performed in the front-stage.  The Silat performer and the Ulek Mayang 
dancers negotiated Silat movements and designed an ostended (Eco 1977) performance 
for the audiences at MFEST in Sydney.  This was achieved through a combined depiction 
of the Silat performer’s real ‘self’ (as a martial artist) (Zarrilli 1984) and an acting ‘self’ (as 
the Tok Pawang) (Schechner 1985).  Therefore, the front-stage and back-stage 
connections in the three festivals vary as much as the perceptions of the stakeholders of 
Silat performances.        
                  
Stakeholders’ Perceptions  
Performers in all three festivals were generally pleased with their performances and their 
participation in the festivals.  Heritage and identity were given as the main reasons for why 
they chose to perform. 
Cultural heritage performance is our footprint as Malays, where we come from, and can be 
used to educate Australians and our youngsters who were born here (FM050). 
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When you start getting into the culture side and the arts side of your identity, then I think 
Silat is important. I mean what makes Asia so rich in culture is because of their dance and 
their Gamelan and all that (FM051). 
Organisers argued that it was important to include Silat and Ulek Mayang performances in 
the festivals because of the status of Silat as a performance that represents Malay 
ethnicity.   
I would say this is one of the very traditional Malay performances in Malaysia and it has 
been done for years already within the Fiesta Malaysia committee as well. So that’s why we 
chose to stick with Silat. We have a lot of different cultural performances for example the 
Lion dance representing Chinese culture, the Silat representing this one and the Bollywood 
dance representing Indians as well. So we tried to have a very diverse culture (FM052). 
The last-minute collaboration between Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih groups had a 
positive influence on how Silat was viewed by the audience.   
Obviously one of the successes of having the Merpati Putih performance is that, when they 
break those iron bars, it not only increases people’s interest but also makes those who 
don’t know about Silat, respect and fear Silat.  Those who know what Silat is will say 
‘Ah…this is the hard aspect of Silat’ (FM054). 
However, the separation between musicians and Silat performers was also commented 
upon by the same person. 
It was a bit of a shame that Silat was performing down on the floor.  If Silat had been 
performed on the stage, it would be perfect.  It’s like a sight and sound combination.  That 
is pretty much the only flaw of the Silat performance (FM054). 
Most members of the audience gave positive feedback on the collaborative performance 
between Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih.   
During the fast paced music it is effective (FM018). 
It's very melodic and engaging. It's different from other martial arts, because it is a form of 
music (FM019). 
Music suited the tempo of performers. Very skilled and effective performers (FM022). 
Beautiful form of art. Performance made movements with music background. They are like 
having dance battle but they are actually fighting. Bring other people to learn (FM026). 
 118 
 
It is kind of slow when the music tempo is slow, but it is very interesting when the music 
beat is faster as you can see the movements of the pesilat and how vigilant and active they 
are (FM049). 
However, these comments were only specific to the relationship between Silat and music.  
From my perspective, which is construed from my observant participation (Roach 2014; 
Wacquant 2011), the nonexistence of comments by survey participants in Melbourne 
regarding the amalgamation of different Silat music; the collaboration between the different 
Silat groups; and the performance of different Silat styles, revealed the possibility that 
some audiences lack the understanding of the various types of Silat that were performed 
for them.  Due to the lack of explanation of Silat and other cultural heritage performances, 
either through information that could be given on-stage or through leaflets, the audience at 
FIESTA was not given the proper knowledge of what was being shown to them.   
I think it’s a mishmash for people who don’t know. Say an Australian who rolled along to the 
Fiesta I think they’ll get an idea what Malaysia is which is multicultural but I don’t think it 
went deep enough because you know when you talk about Malay culture, that’s a lot, you 
know. We only saw just the surface but there’s Mak Yong, Wayang Kulit for the Malays and 
for the Chinese and Indians as well they have their own culture; but I think it’s an 
introduction to Malaysia (FM055). 
As FM055 mentioned above, the purpose of FIESTA was to introduce Malaysian culture 
and heritage to Australians; but the festival managed to showcase only a few cultural 
heritage performances.  Other performances that were mentioned such as Mak Yong and 
Wayang Kulit are rare even in Malaysia (Tan Sooi Beng 1995:603).  Access to these 
cultural heritage performances might be harder to attain in a diasporic context because 
their inheritors are thousands of kilometres away in Malaysia. 
The survey participants were also asked about the differences between Silat 
performances they had witnessed in Malaysia and the performances they encountered in 
FIESTA. 
No, I don't think it's too different from the ones in Malaysia. It's similar (FM019). 
I feel proud. It shows Malaysians have their unique way on how to [practise] self-defence 
and protect themselves (FM032). 
They want to present some of Malaysia's cultural defence art (FM034). 
 119 
 
Even though the Silat performances by Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih were performed 
in a diasporic context and by non-Malaysian performers, they were still identified with 
‘Malaysia’ and as ‘Malaysian’.  In other words, Silat performances at FIESTA were 
perceived by members of the audience as representing Malaysia and the Malaysian 
people, regardless of the contents.        
 Unlike FIESTA, CITRA in Brisbane showcased two types of Silat performance, both 
of which originated from Malaysia: the Silat team performance and the Silat Pulut 
performance during the Malay wedding ceremony.  Even though the questions in the 
survey did not specifically address the differences between these performances, the 
comments from the audience seemed to signify their recognition of these differences.   
 The Silat team performance was regarded as: 
Intense!  The expressions of the performers (CB018). 
Well focused art, requires concentration and strength (CB033). 
It was good, sort of Kung Fu/Karate (CB034). 
 The Silat Pulut performance during Malay wedding was perceived as: 
Complicated but graceful (CB015). 
Very impressive!  It does not look awkward or too stiff (CB024). 
Very graceful yet tough (CB035). 
Reminds me of ‘Taiji’ – very good exercise using strength and skill (CB044). 
From these responses, we can see that similarities between Silat on the one hand, and 
Chinese and Japanese martial arts on the other, can be identified through an analysis of 
the movements and routines in Silat performances.7  Therefore, the Silat performances 
were perceived not only as representing Malay and Malaysian identities, but were also 
identified with other martial arts disciplines.      
                                                          
7 An examination of whether these similarities represent the possibility of the various martial arts forms originating 
from a single source, for example the Shaolin temple (Cynarski and Sieber 2015:10; Cynarski and Swider 2017:26-27), 
is beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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Only one of the 62 audience participants from Brisbane mentioned the relationship 
between Silat and music. 
Music as well as the atmosphere plays a big role in the Silat performance (CB035). 
This is not surprising since the Silat music that was used during CITRA was recorded and 
not the live version as in FIESTA.  In contrast, other survey participants from CITRA 
preferred to comment on the performers and presented their thoughts on the overall Silat 
experience. 
It could have been better with more explanation about the roots and development of Silat 
(CB001). 
The Silat performers were doing Silat correctly; they were taking it seriously (CB004). 
It gives a full and comprehensive experience to the audience (CB048). 
Nevertheless, there is one comment that touched upon a problem that performers and 
organisers of CITRA tried to resolve during the back-stage planning. 
The pengantin [bride and groom] should face the audience! (CB042). 
It seemed that audience member CB042, who identified herself as a Malay-Malaysian, 
understood the custom of ‘Royalties of the Day’ but failed to recognise the difficulties that 
occur when performing the Malay wedding and the Silat Pulut during a staged event.   
Due to my unexpected involvement in the Ulek Mayang performance at Sydney’s 
MFEST, the survey questions for my fieldwork there focused more on Silat performance 
than on the performances in general.  This change reflects my ‘personal engagement with 
the social world under study’ (Anderson 2006:384).  As a researcher who was undertaking 
observant participation as a research method, I: 
should expect to be involved in the construction of meaning and values in the social worlds 
they investigate (Anderson 2006:384). 
For this Ulek Mayang experience, not only did I ‘accede to group pressures’ (Anderson 
2006:385), but I also managed to negotiate with the performers to reinterpret the folk 
dance for the festival.   
 My involvement in the Ulek Mayang performance was a testament to the advantage 
that observant participation provides as a research method.  An etic-driven participant 
observation method would have placed me on the sideline during training sessions and 
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stage performances.  I would have committed myself to observe everything that occurred 
in those instances.  Observant participation, conversely, permitted me to engage directly in 
situations in their ‘natural habitat’ in order to attain meaningful experiences (Wacquant 
2004:6).  One of the results of attaining these experiences, obtained through introspection, 
was my personal understanding of self that was related to Silat, which I present below. 
 A mix of emotions burst inside of me the moment that the Ulek Mayang dance 
leader asked me to join their performance.  I felt burdened by the possibility of having to 
practice the dance while ‘performing’ as a researcher (Denzin 2014:11; Spry 2001:708).  
But I also felt I was being appreciated and accredited for my Silat background.  I felt the 
sense of duty as a Silat practitioner to present the best of my abilities for this role.  I felt the 
gaze of my Silat teachers from far away in my homeland as if to see how would I conduct 
myself as a Silat representative in this folk-dance performance.  These emotions started to 
progress from that moment and continued through the entire experience as a Silat 
performer in Ulek Mayang (Ellis and Bochner 1992:80).  Ellis (1991) noted that 
introspection is advantageous in ‘dealing with the complex, ambiguous and processual 
nature of emotional experience’ (Ellis 1991:23).  These emotions also influenced my 
actions and decisions throughout the back-stage process. 
 Despite the fact that my role in Ulek Mayang was similar to a guest performer, I 
noticed that, actually, my role had evolved beyond that of a guest.  My situation was 
exactly like what Olesen (1992) suggested as a continuous ‘transformation of self in 
situated contexts where self reflects upon self’ (Olesen 1992:205).  I could relate myself to 
the dancers as a fellow student and as a fellow Malaysian in Australia.  The female 
dancers were also Malays.  All these attributes supplemented my own sense of 
responsibility towards Silat to the extent that I felt that I became a senior figure in the 
group.  What I mean by being ‘senior’ here is not only in terms of age, but also in terms of 
being a dependable person to which decisions were relegated.  It was not about authority 
or power.  I did not feel such a thing because first, I had to be constantly ‘aware’ of my 
dual role as a researcher and a performer and second, I was still a lone outsider compared 
to the members of the group (Ellis 1991:23; Ronai 1992:103).  It was their openness to 
opinions and suggestions pertaining to the Ulek Mayang performance that influenced my 
feelings towards my own position as a more senior member of the group.  I felt like I was 
being relied upon in cultural matters not exclusively to Silat.  The fact that they were willing 
to change the performance to include Silat movements based on my opinion on the legend 
of Ulek Mayang substantiated my feelings.   
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 The sense of being depended upon is also an indication that I was viewed by the 
dancers as an expert.  This might be due partly to my triple role as a performer, a 
researcher and a Silat practitioner.  In the eyes of the Ulek Mayang performers, I was a 
fellow dancer but also a researcher and Silat practitioner who is imbued with academic 
credentials and Silat experiences that an international student taking undergraduate 
studies and performing Ulek Mayang may not feel.  Some of my survey respondents 
commented on my performance in a way that reinforces these introspective comments, as 
I now discuss. 
Even though the questions in my survey at MFEST focused on Silat performance, 
the response from some participants seemed to identify with my Silat performance in the 
Ulek Mayang dance.    
Good! He knows his stuff (MS008). 
Scary! However, it shows masculinity (MS020). 
Interesting with background story of Ulek Mayang (MS026). 
The second and third comments above seemed to indicate that the Silat movements that 
were integrated into the Ulek Mayang dance were recognised as central to the story 
shown in the performance.   
Overall, the three festivals showcased cultural heritage performances that mainly 
represent the three ethnicities in Peninsula Malaysia: Malay, Chinese, and Indian.  Both 
CITRA and MFEST in particular presented cultural heritage performances from the East 
Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak.   
When I plan for the performances, I did include all three races in the performances and I 
actually wanted to find performances from Sabah and Sarawak as well but actually we 
could not find any because most of [these performers] had returned to Malaysia so no one 
was available to perform (FM053). 
If you don’t have Sabah Sarawak it’s just the Peninsula Malaysia festival. So I think that 
was something very different (FM056). 
FIESTA organisers had also made the effort to include cultural heritage performances from 
the two East Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak, but most of the students from 
Sabah and Sarawak had returned to Malaysia by the time the festival was held, and those 
who were present in Melbourne at that time were not capable of performing that cultural 
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heritage.  This effort by the organisers was unknown to the visitors of FIESTA and no 
explanation was given during the festival, to the extent that the exclusion of East 
Malaysian representations in FIESTA was perceived as an incomplete representation of 
Malaysia.  The relation between representation and identity during the three case studies 
will be discussed further in the chapter on identity.     
 
Discussion  
The findings presented above illustrate what Turner termed ‘active agencies of change’ to 
signify the role of cultural performances in representing the perpetual flux of modern 
society (Turner 1986:24).  The negotiations and collaborations that occurred in both the 
back-stage and front-stage regions reflect the role of performances such as Gamelan Silat 
in canvassing the changes in a diasporic community and presenting these changes in the 
cultural festivals.  Gamelan Silat, Silat Pulut, and the Ulek Mayang dance can also be 
considered examples of ‘living cultural heritage’ (Ross 1996:20) due to their relevance in 
their respective Malaysian communities in the three Australian locations.   
Gamelan Silat at FIESTA was a performance by a group of Silat practitioners who 
continue to inherit Silat through their education in, and performance of, the art.  The Silat 
Pulut performance during the Malay wedding at CITRA was a collective effort amongst 
performers and organisers that preserved Malay customs pertaining to the wedding and 
the ethics of a Silat Pulut performance in a diasporic context.  The Ulek Mayang dance at 
MFEST was a fusion between a cultural heritage dance that was inherited from Malaysian 
students in Sydney who had returned to their homeland, and Silat movements that were 
taken from a Silat style that originated in the seventeenth century and had been re-
interpreted in contemporary Australia.  These findings indicate that Malaysian diasporic 
communities in the three locations value Silat as a ‘living cultural heritage’ (Ross 1996:20).  
In other words, Silat is very significant to these communities.       
These evolutions in the performance expressions of Silat were achieved due to the 
nature of living cultural heritage as a process that allows actions to be made based on the 
values that are prescribed from memory, transmitted from previous generations, or 
interpreted according to present conditions (Harvey 2001; Smith 2006; Watson and 
Waterton 2011).  Memories of prior performances and experiences in Silat, Silat music, 
and Ulek Mayang informed the performers and their negotiations.  As a cultural heritage 
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act, the Silat that was performed in the festivals had been passed down from previous 
generations in Malaysia and Indonesia to the practitioners who performed Silat in 
Australia.  Even the Ulek Mayang dancers performed the knowledge and skills that were 
passed to them from previous generations of Malaysian students.  Gamelan Silat, Silat 
Pulut and Ulek Mayang were re-interpreted and performed in their diasporic environment.             
 All three performances had undergone ‘a process of cultural mixing’ – through the 
negotiations between different cultures or nationalities, and even different cultural heritage 
– but not to the extent of becoming hybrids in which the host culture is integrated into 
diasporic cultural performances (Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk 2005:71).  In other words, there 
were no indications that Australian culture from the three locations (Melbourne, Brisbane 
and Sydney) was adapted into the performances.  Of course, the performers, who are 
either students or migrants to Australia, had been exposed to the Australian way of life in 
some way or another through social communications, but this was not ever made manifest 
in the performances as presented on-stage.     
However, the fact that the performers are living far from their homelands contributes 
to the re-interpretations of these performances in the diasporic festival context.  As ‘sites 
for articulating, negotiating and above all celebrating various identities and attachments’ 
(Ruting and Li 2011:278), festivals allowed performers to think of innovative ways to 
present their knowledge and skills with limited access to classical costumes and other 
paraphernalia.   
Diasporic re-interpretations of classical Malay performances, due to different 
circumstances and opportunities, became part of a multicultural community representation 
and were regarded as such by their spectators.  However, their re-interpretations required 
a reconfiguring of a particular knowledge and the accompanying skills with other variations 
or aspects of the same culture, such as occurred when Silat movements were integrated 
into the Ulek Mayang dance performance.  Furthermore, due to the diasporic context in 
which the stakeholders of these performances were located, opportunities for 
collaborations existed beyond national backgrounds, as we saw with the amalgamation of 
Malay Silat and Indonesian practices.   
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Emergent theme: Fusion 
The mixture of different music and cultural performances has been identified in previous 
studies as ‘fusion’, an ‘intentional and perceptible mixture’ (Bendrups 2009:123; Sutton 
2011:4).  Although performances, such as Ulek Mayang and Gamelan Silat, were ‘fusions’ 
in the sense that they were intentionally developed, the latter was not discerned as a 
fusion by the general audience.  In the front-stage, Gamelan Silat’s fusion background was 
camouflaged by a festival that celebrated the Malaysian identity.  The lack of explanation 
by organisers during the festival exacerbated the superficial understanding of Gamelan 
Silat by the audience.  However, if Gamelan Silat is viewed from either a back-stage 
perspective or by an experienced Silat practitioner, then the performance can indeed be 
perceived as a fusion. 
 Cohen (2000) has tackled the issue of fusion in relation to cultural heritage.  He 
defined ‘cultural fusion’ as: 
a process of deliberate creation of new cultural products from often incongruent elements of 
diverse origins, so that the constituent elements preserve, at least to some degree, their 
separate identities (Cohen 2000:44). 
As we have seen in this chapter, the performances of Gamelan Silat, Silat Pulut and Ulek 
Mayang are ‘new cultural products’ in the sense that they were the result of the 
amalgamation of ‘incongruent elements of diverse origins’ (Cohen 2000:44).   
According to Cohen (2000:44), ‘cultural fusion’ is an ‘intercultural phenomenon’ that 
allows the production of new cultural products, but not to the extent of being hybrids, due 
to emphasis of the cultural fusion on the separate cultural identities of basic elements.  
However, is it possible to follow through with Cohen’s argument that cultural fusions, such 
as the three examples from the case studies here, are intercultural phenomena?8  
 From the perspective of performance, only Gamelan Silat can be associated as an 
intercultural phenomenon due to its multinational background.  An ‘intercultural 
performance’ dispels any notion of national boundaries (Grau 1992:10; Schechner 
1985:23).  Schechner (1985) championed the intercultural process of gathering ideas, 
skills and materials from various cultures from around the world and bringing them 
                                                          
8 I am aware of the lengthy debate concerning intercultural versus intracultural in the literature on performance 
studies.  However, I am only using this dichotomy to explain the distinct qualities that exist in cultural fusions such as 
the performances of Gamelan Silat and Ulek Mayang.   
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together to form a new, amalgamated performance.  In contrast, an ‘intracultural 
performance’ refers to a re-interpreted and reconfigured cultural performance as an 
outcome of collaborations between different ethnicities, regions, and social classes within 
certain nations (Bharucha 1996:118; Chaudhuri 2002:37).  In other words, an intracultural 
performance is a nation-based or nationally-bounded performance.  This means that the 
ideas, skills and materials for an intracultural performance must originate from one 
country.   
 While it is possible to classify cultural fusions such as the Silat Pulut and Ulek 
Mayang as intracultural performances on the basis of the collaborations that occurred 
between Malaysians and through living cultural heritage that originated from Malaysia, 
these performances were negotiated only between Malay performers.  Nevertheless, on a 
wider scope, Chinese and Indian-Malaysians still collaborated in their organisation of the 
festivals and the negotiations that occurred during both the back-stage and front-stage 
periods.   
 As we have seen from the results presented here, fusions of cultural heritage 
performances occurred between different individuals and groups before the festivals.  
Likewise, ‘fusion’ between the Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih groups occurred on the 
day of the FIESTA itself.  In this sense, ‘fusion’ not only represents re-interpretations and 
reconfigurations of a cultural heritage performance, but also the coalition between two 
different groups. 
 The fusion performances in this chapter came into being as a result of their 
diasporic situations.  The Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih collaborative performances 
could only have been possible in the diasporic environments due to the intangible heritage 
sensitivity in Southeast Asia that would have barred any attempts in fusing the knowledge 
and skills of Silat between Malaysia and Indonesia.  At the same time, the performers of 
Gamelan Silat were able to negotiate the contents of their performances without hesitating 
about how the audience would have felt.  Although the Malay customs pertaining to that 
Malay wedding and the Silat ethics were transferred to the Malaysian diaspora in Brisbane 
through the subconscious memories of the performers, a fusion still occurred between 
these customs and ethics with the mock and restructured Malay wedding at CITRA.  The 
fusion between Ulek Mayang and Silat, on the other hand, may have been confusing to the 
people in the homeland where the difference is obvious, but in diaspora the observers 
could not fathom the difference.   
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Conclusion  
This chapter has provided an overview of Silat performances in three case studies.  Back-
stage negotiations at all three festivals were testimony to the willingness of performers to 
present the living cultural heritage of Silat without the need for personal, racial, or national 
agendas. 
 While the collaboration between Gamelan Silat and Merpati Putih garnered positive 
feedback, the audience did not comment at all on the mostly Indonesian-influence of the 
performance.  Rather, the audience stressed their enthusiasm for the collaboration 
between music and Silat generally, and seemed unaware of the culturally fused nature of 
the performance.   
 Fusion is a dominant theme that has emerged in this chapter.  The Silat and Silat-
related performances at the three case studies emphasised the ‘intentional’ quality of the 
cultural fusions represented but not necessarily the ‘perceptible mixture’ (Sutton 2011:4) 
that resulted.  The latter depended on the knowledge of the audience pertaining to what 
they were seeing, as well as the influence of festival themes and environment.  These 
performances can either be classified as intercultural or intracultural performances 
depending on the backgrounds of the performers.  Fusion is also linked to the coalition 
between different Silat groups for the purpose of performing at the festivals.  Fusion 
between these groups and between the different Silat styles as well as between different 
performance genres could camouflage the influences behind these performances.   
 Nevertheless, the question remains as to whether the performance fusion outlined 
in this chapter could still be regarded as an authentic performance.  Does the inclusion of 
non-Malay and non-Malaysian Silat performers have any influence on the way the 
audience perceived the authenticity of these performances?  Or is authenticity a significant 
element for the performance of a living cultural heritage amongst Malaysian diasporic 
communities in the Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney?  The next chapter will detail and 
elaborate these issues further.   
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CHAPTER SIX  
AUTHENTICITY OF DIASPORIC MALAYSIAN CULTURAL 
PERFORMANCES 
 
Introduction 
The term ‘authenticity’ has been used in various fields of study relating to tangible or 
intangible elements of culture (see Chapter Three).  In this chapter I emphasise 
authenticity as it relates to cultural performances.  My research focuses on the ‘social 
construction of authenticity’ (Moeran 2005:902) where performers, festival organisers and 
audiences negotiate their perceptions of ‘authentic’ cultural heritage performances through 
their own experiences with these performances.          
  
Authenticity and Cultural Heritage 
Cultural heritage is a representation of identity that is legitimised by a community or 
stakeholder through elements and values that are deemed authentic.  As cultural heritage 
changes through time and according to various situations and circumstances, then the 
authenticity of that cultural heritage also changes, through negotiations between 
stakeholders (Andrews and Buggey 2008:68).  Due to the dynamic relationship between 
authenticity and cultural heritage, diasporic communities have utilised cultural heritage to 
cement their identities in their host countries, as well as as a means to connect to their 
homelands (Harrison 2010:245).  In this chapter I demonstrate the ways in which 
Malaysians in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney express their identity through Silat and 
other cultural performances. 
The performance of Silat amongst Malaysian diasporic communities in the festival 
context presents an ideal opportunity to study authenticity of performance in its various 
forms.  I demonstrate how both the audience and performers negotiate the authenticity of 
Silat performances in my three case studies.  I finish with an analysis of the emergent 
theme: ‘source of knowledge’, that focuses on the origin of the knowledge of Silat amongst 
performers and the way in which that knowledge connects Malaysians in Australia to their 
homeland.  This theme is the result of the shared assessment of the authenticity of Silat 
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performances in the Malaysian festivals by both performers and audiences in the three 
case studies.    
   
Authenticity from the Perspective of the Audience 
In contrast to the previous chapter, here I present my results and analyses starting from 
the front-stage perspective on the authenticity of Silat performances at the three festivals.  
As we shall see, while the majority of audience members perceived Silat and cultural 
performances as authentic, the reasons for their views are diverse and are dependent on 
both the identities of the members of the audience and their previous experiences with 
Silat and other cultural performances.   
   
Fiesta Malaysia (FIESTA) 2014 
A total of 49 participants completed the survey questionnaires at this venue.  27% of 
respondents were male and 73% female.  The majority of respondents were aged between 
18 and 25 years of age.  The participants identified themselves in various ways but 
‘Malaysian’ was the most prominent category (see Table 6.1).   
Table 6.1: FIESTA Malaysia 2014: Self-Identification 
Self-Identification Number of Participants 
Malaysian 14 
Malay  12 
Chinese-Malaysian 7 
Malay-Malaysian 6 
Chinese  3 
Malaysian-Indian 1 
Chinese-Singaporean 1 
Indian-Malay 1 
Eurasian-Australian 1 
Indian  1 
Indonesian-Batak 1 
Unknown 1 
Total Participants 49 
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Only 26 participants answered the question concerning the authenticity of Silat and other 
cultural performances observed.  More than half of these 26 participants agreed that the 
cultural performances they witnessed in FIESTA, including Silat, were authentic (see Table 
6.2).   
Table 6.2: FIESTA Malaysia 2014: Self-Identification and Authenticity 
 Self-Identification Yes No Other 
 Malaysian 5 2 1 
 Malay  5 0 2 
 Malay-Malaysian 4 1 0 
 Chinese-Malaysian 1 0 1 
 Chinese  0 1 0 
 Indian-Malay 1 0 0 
 Indian  0 1 0 
 Eurasian-Australian 1 0 0 
         
 Total 17 5 4 
  
Based on the responses of these participants to the question about the reason for their 
choice of ‘yes’, one of the main reasons is the audience ‘gaze’ (Habib Saidi 2006: 411; 
Urry 2002); audience members felt the cultural performances were performed by 
professionals who exude quality in their performances (see Table 6.3). 
In the case of the Silat performances, as we saw in the previous chapter, the 
performers can be deemed ‘professionals’ due to their background as actual practitioners 
of Silat.  Upon further investigation, however, the relationship between ‘authenticity’ and 
the heritage performers has a much deeper implication than just being ‘a professional 
performance’, especially with respect to the representativeness of the performers and their 
performances.   
 
 
 
 131 
 
Table 6.3 FIESTA Malaysia 2014: Authenticity of Silat/Cultural Performances 
Respondents Self-identify Authentic? Why? 
FM026 Malay-Malaysian Yes pride of Malaysia 
FM028 Malay Other portrays Malaysian culture 
FM029 Malay Yes professionals - experience 
FM030 Malay Yes the wedding ceremonies 
FM031 Malay Yes done well 
FM032 Malaysian Yes only country with different cultures 
FM033 Chinese-Malaysian Yes unique cultural heritage 
FM034 Malay Other if by Malaysians and appropriate setting and costumes 
FM036 Malay-Malaysian Yes 
still being played and performed - minor changes reasonable 
with time 
FM040 Malaysian No watch in Malaysia to see what is authentic 
FM041 Malaysian Yes 
correct cultural elements retained (regardless of whether 
performed by Malaysians or non-Malaysians) 
FM043 Malaysian Yes 
despite performance being by descendants from other 
countries; Malaysians made it their own 
FM048 Chinese-Malaysian Other should be (no experience seeing it before) 
FM049 Malaysian Other 
Malaysia is a melting pot where external cultures are adapted 
and assimilated into our own 
   
 An analysis of interviews with members of the audience at FIESTA revealed that 
some observers regard Silat performers who are non-Malays as ‘authentic’ as long as 
certain criteria are met. 
The Australian showed a keen interest in Silat.  Obviously he will do whatever he was 
taught.  If he was taught correctly, with all the proper contents, then he will have the 
confidence to perform or show to people (FM054). 
I guess [authenticity means] being honest and being respectful for the tradition and actually 
doing enough research to portray it (FM056). 
These two statements, and other similar responses, focus more on the nature and level of 
experience of the performers than on the ethnicity or nationality of the performer.  It seems 
that the degree of experience expected of these performers is that, at the very least, they 
must have done extensive research into Silat and Silat performances, and they must have 
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been trained by qualified teachers of Silat.  Intangible qualities such as interest in the art 
form and honesty in their execution of the performance link experiences to the notion of 
authenticity.   
Survey respondents and interview participants expressed the view that these 
background experiences in Silat not only justify the right of the performers to perform 
something that is not originally part of their own culture, but also link what they are 
performing to the actual cultural heritage of the Silat genre and the meanings that it 
contains. 
But having said that, this is where I think teachers of Silat here in Australia, just like 
teachers of traditional Malay dances, have to teach the proper way because if it is done 
wrongly then you send out the wrong message.  So if the master is good then it does not 
matter who you are (FM055). 
The emphasis many respondents placed on having good or qualified teachers indicates 
their view of the significance of continuous transmission of the martial art; this perspective 
justifies Silat’s identity as ‘intangible cultural heritage’ (Kurin 2004:67).  The perception of 
audiences in regards to the importance of Silat teachers in creating the authenticity of Silat 
connects to how audiences perceive the martial art of Silat itself.  Results from the survey 
indicate that some audience participants perceived Silat and other cultural performances 
to be intrinsically authentic (Laing et al 2014:187).  In other words, they saw that Silat in 
itself is an authentic component of Malay or Malaysian tradition, regardless of any changes 
or innovations made for the sake of the performance:   
(Silat is authentic because) it is a unique cultural heritage (FM033). 
(Silat is authentic because) it is still being played and performed; minor changes are 
reasonable with time (FM036). 
(The Silat performance was authentic because) correct cultural elements were retained – 
regardless [of whether or not it was] performed by non-Malaysians (FM041). 
Some informants differentiated the authenticity of the Silat performance and other aspects 
of the festival, such as the performers themselves, and other cultural events: 
No it is not authentic.  I think when you watch Silat like that, maybe the impression it makes 
on Australians is that they never realised there is this real martial art in Malaysia which is 
running up to the standard of Karate and all those kinds of martial arts because I have seen 
people breaking bricks in Karate and it is a real martial art and not something fake (FM057). 
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It is not authentic because I think the originality of the performance should be from the 
people itself.  However, the performers do not have to come from that culture but they have 
to learn from the person from that culture or that person who embodies that culture to be 
authentic (FM058). 
Even those audience members who had previously stated that cultural misrepresentation 
by the performers did not undermine the ‘authenticity’ of their status as Silat performers, 
were adamant in their thoughts about the ‘authenticity’ of the Silat performance as a 
whole. 
The music was authentic but not the Silat performance because the essential graceful 
movements of Silat were not there (FM054). 
The authenticity of the performance is already off, because of the costume.  Likewise with 
Silat, I think Silat is very much associated with spirituality and when you perform on stage 
obviously you are not going to enter a trance and seek blessings because you know it is 
only a performance and therefore it is fake (FM055). 
In the eyes and minds of these audience members, the ‘authenticity’ in the performances 
of Silat is established by aspects of the broader Silat cultural heritage, such as the Silat 
movements; the costumes; and the spiritual or ritual elements.  Therefore, these 
components of Silat (Farrer 2009; Razha Rashid 1990) are perceived as affecting the 
legitimacy or authenticity of diasporic performances of Silat.   
Nevertheless, performers also play a crucial role in convincing the audience that 
what they are witnessing is authentic (Maitland 2013:17).  The way to do this ‘constructive 
authenticity’ (Wang 1999:352) is for these performers to have a strong interest in the 
cultural context of the performances as well as to acquire the necessary experience of the 
act.   
 
Summary 
The results show that most of the visitors who witnessed the Gamelan Silat and Merpati 
Putih performances, and who participated in my survey, had the impression that the 
performances were authentic due to their presentation by professional performers.  This 
‘professionalism’ is based on the perceived notion amongst members of the audiences 
that a performer, regardless of ethnicity or nationality, has had quality instruction from a 
qualified teacher.  The findings also show that this view on qualified teachers is connected 
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to audience perceptions that Silat is innately authentic due to its status as an intangible 
cultural heritage (Kurin 2004:67).  Still, there were some doubts about the authenticity of 
Silat performances due to the differences in performers’ movements and costumes.  
These different perceptions of Silat performances are also evident in the analysis of Citra 
Malaysia in Brisbane.   
 
Citra Malaysia (CITRA) 2014 
CITRA had the highest number of survey participants amongst my case studies.  More 
than half of the 62 participants were male and the majority were between the ages of 18 
and 35 years.  These participants self-identified to 20 different nationalities or cultures, 
with ‘Malay’ and ‘Australian’ as the main categories (see Table 6.4). 
Table 6.4: CITRA Malaysia 2014: Self-Identification 
Self-Identification Number of Participants 
Malay 18 
Australian  10 
Malay-Malaysian 7 
Chinese-Malaysian 6 
Malay-Australian  3 
Malaysian 2 
Chinese-Singaporean 2 
British 2 
Chinese-Malaysian-Australian 1 
Chinese-Kadazan  1 
Chinese 1 
Thai-Chinese-Australian 1 
German-born Australian 1 
German 1 
Arab-American 1 
USA 1 
Colombian 1 
White 1 
Mixed (Black and White) 1 
Human 1 
Total Participants 62 
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The total number of participants who answered the question on authenticity was 39.  The 
majority who answered that they believed the performance to be authentic were the 
‘Malays’ (see Table 6.5).  Two main reasons were given: the uniqueness of Silat; and the 
components of Silat, including costumes and music accompaniment (see Table 6.6).  
These ‘Malays’ had had different experiences with Silat in Malaysia.  They had either 
personally witnessed Silat performances or had family members and friends who had 
learned Silat.   
Table 6.5: CITRA Malaysia 2014: Self-Identification and Authenticity 
Self-Identification Yes No Other 
Malay 14 1 2 
Malay-Malaysian 5 0 0 
Chinese-Malaysian 4 0 0 
Australian 2 0 1 
Malaysian 2 0 0 
Malay-Australian 1 0 0 
British 1 0 0 
Chinese-Singaporean 1 0 0 
Mixed (Black and White) 1 0 0 
Thai-Chinese-Australian 1 0 0 
White 1 0 0 
USA 1 0 0 
Human 0 1 0 
  
   Total 34 2 3 
 
Interestingly, three different ‘Malay’ individuals who had previously learned Silat 
gave different opinions on the authenticity of the Silat performance in interviews.  The 
person who had answered ‘yes’ to the question on authenticity, CB049, related the fact 
that due to the unique or special quality of Silat, and also because the event itself is not an 
everyday occurrence, then for him the performance is authentic. 
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Table 6.6 CITRA Malaysia 2014: Authenticity of Silat/Cultural Performances 
Respondents Self-Identity Authentic? Why? 
CB001 Malay No aspects of culture overlooked 
CB004 Australian Yes 
spirit of Malaysia within the performer and 
performances 
CB009 Malay-Australian Yes shows the real deal 
CB010 Malay Yes   
CB011 Malay Yes unique 
CB015 Malay Yes costumes; props; music accompaniment 
CB016 Malay Yes all elements are present 
CB019 Malay-Malaysian Yes performed by Malaysians 
CB024 Malay Other 
if performers have strong background on the 
culture 
CB030 Australian Other if values presented with honesty 
CB032 Malay Yes unique 
CB035 Chinese-Malaysian Yes unique 
CB037 Chinese-Malaysian Yes original and traditional 
CB040 Malay-Malaysian Yes shows/portrays Malaysian culture 
CB044 Australian Yes 
costumes; real people; three subcultures 
presented 
CB046 Malay-Malaysian Yes culture cultivated from historical events 
CB048 Malaysian Yes unique to Malaysia 
CB049 Malay Yes special and not everyday 
CB050 Human No stylised caricature 
CB054 White Yes tapping into cultural aspects can be authentic 
CB057 Malay Yes mixture of other cultures 
CB061 Malay Other if performers are Malaysians 
CB062 Malaysian Yes unique 
 
An opposite opinion was given by CB001 who disagreed with the authenticity of the 
performance due to several aspects of the Malay culture that he perceived as having been 
overlooked.  Unfortunately, he did not elaborate more on those aspects.  However, as I 
mentioned in the previous chapter, factors such as the layout of the stage; the time 
limitation; and the lack of certain components such as live musical accompaniment and 
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proper costumes, could have had an adverse impact on some audience perceptions of 
authenticity.   
 The third person and the only female amongst the three who had previously learned 
Silat, CB061, stated that the Silat performance would only be authentic if the performers 
were Malaysians.  The other eleven female participants who answered the question on 
authenticity, and whose ethnic backgrounds were either Malay or Chinese, agreed with the 
authenticity of the Silat performance mainly due to the unique cultural heritage quality of 
Silat (Bouvier 1990:23).  Only three of these participants have had previous encounters 
with Silat.   
Although 16 Australians (see Table 6.4) participated in the survey, only four of them 
answered ‘yes’ to the question on authenticity, while one person answered ‘other’.  
Diasporic festivals such as CITRA are seen as events that provide an authentic 
experience once locals are involved in them.  Three of the four Australian individuals who 
thought that the Silat performance was authentic have experienced Silat in Malaysia or in 
the media.  Their reasons for viewing the Silat performance at CITRA as authentic were 
varied but focused on both the performer and the performance: 
Spirit of Malaysia within the performers and the performances (CB004). 
The performance shows the real deal (CB009). 
(Authentic due to the) costumes and real people (CB044). 
It seems that their previous experiences with Silat have imprinted in their minds and 
senses some images of ‘real’ or authentic Silat performances that upon new encounters, 
such as during CITRA, convinced them that what they were witnessing was authentic.  In 
other words, these past experiences had triggered their ‘desire for the authentic’ (Daniel 
1996:783) whenever they encountered culturally-themed festivals.  
On the contrary, the sole ‘Australian’ who answered ‘other’ had no prior experience 
with Silat whatsoever.  Nevertheless, his statement that authenticity could only be 
achieved if ‘values are presented with honesty’ (CB030) focuses on the behaviour of the 
performer and not on the performer as the representative of the culture (cf. Turner 
1986:24).  This significance of a performer’s behaviour was also shared by a key informant 
who had considerable experience in theatrical productions in Malaysia and who was also 
both an audience member and organiser of multiple CITRA festivals in Brisbane:   
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The moves might not be technically correct but the passion of the performers made the 
performances authentic.  People are more easily able to appreciate a passionate 
performance than a technically-correct one (CB064). 
Although the significance of a passionate performance was not mentioned as much by the 
participants in the survey, I can personally attest to the passion that was involved in the 
Silat performance in CITRA due to my own involvement as well as the passionate 
response from the audience; this will be discussed further in the next section on 
performers’ perspectives. 
 
Summary 
The varied opinions regarding the authenticity of the Silat performances in CITRA 
are a testament to the different experiences and perceptions that each individual in the 
audience embodies.  Although some individuals in the audience have similar experiences 
regarding Silat, different interpretations manifested upon witnessing the Silat performances 
at CITRA.  Moreover, the innate quality of Silat as a cultural heritage genre (Bouvier 
1990:23); the costume, music and other components of Silat (Farrer 2009: 87); the 
representativeness of the performers (Turner 1986:24); and emotions such as honesty and 
passion, are all mentioned as qualities that can authenticate cultural performances such as 
Silat.  These qualities also informed the audience perception of an authentic Silat 
performance at Malaysia Festival in Sydney.   
      
Malaysia Festival (MFEST) 2014 
One would think that the largest and oldest Malaysian festival in Australia would produce 
the highest number of survey participants.  Although I was assisted by MFEST volunteers, 
only 24 people participated in the survey.  Most of the festival attendees were too busy 
picnicking and enjoying both the sun and the stage performances to actually participate in 
the survey (see Figure 6.1).   
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Figure 6.1: Festival Attendees at MFEST 2014 
 
The division between female and male participants is almost equal.  Exactly half of 
the participants were between 18 and 25 years.  These participants identified themselves 
mostly as ‘Malays’, ‘Chinese-Malaysians’, and ‘Malay-Malaysians’, as depicted in Table 
6.7. 
 
Table 6.7: MFEST Sydney 2014: Self-Identification 
Self-Identification Number of Participants 
Malay 8 
Chinese-Malaysian  5 
Malay-Malaysian 4 
Malaysian 1 
Australian-Lebanese 1 
Malay-Filipino 1 
Taiwanese 1 
Chinese 1 
Singaporean-Indian 1 
Malay-Melanau 1 
Total Participants 24 
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Twenty of the participants completed the question about authenticity (see Table 
6.8).  Half agreed that the Silat and cultural performances at MFEST were authentic, while 
the other ten participants are equally divided between ‘not authentic’ and ‘other’. 
 
Table 6.8: MFEST Sydney 2014: Self-Identification and Authenticity 
Self-Identification Yes No Other 
Malay 4 2 2 
Chinese-Malaysian 2 0 2 
Malay-Malaysian 1 2 0 
Australian-Lebanese 1 0 0 
Taiwanese 1 0 0 
Singaporean-Indian 1 0 0 
Malay-Melanau 0 1 0 
Malaysian 0 0 1 
  
   Total 10 5 5 
 
Only four of the eight ‘Malays’ said that the performances were authentic (see Table 
6.8).  They described the performers and the cultural heritage of the performances as the 
main reasons for their views (see Table 6.9): 
The performers try their best to learn original culture from experts (MS002). 
These performances touch the traditional part of our culture (MS020). 
As we have seen with FIESTA, the emphasis is on the transmission of knowledge by 
qualified teachers or experts.  The second individual, MS020, is the only participant 
amongst the ‘Malays’ who had previously learned Silat.  His opinion focused more on the 
‘traditional’ aspect of the cultural heritage, rather than on the performers.     
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Table 6.9 MFEST Sydney 2014: Authenticity of Silat/Cultural Performances 
Respondents Self-Identity Authentic? Why? 
MS002 Malay  Yes try their best to learn original culture from experts 
MS004 Australian-Lebanese Yes performed by people from that culture 
MS006 Chinese-Malaysian Yes it introduces our culture to Australians 
MS009 Malay No close to authentic 
MS011 Chinese-Malaysian Other need more traditional components 
MS016 Malay No almost 
MS017 Malay Other 
better than nothing – gives the feel of connection to 
Malaysia 
MS018 Malay-Malaysian No done in a rush 
MS019 Malay-Malaysian No costumes barely represent each culture 
MS020 Malay Yes touches the traditional part of our culture 
MS022 Malay-Melanau No performances are not done at the appropriate time 
MS023 Chinese-Malaysian Yes clothing and performances are spot on 
 
Although two other ‘Malays’ disagreed that the cultural performances were 
authentic, both described these performances as ‘close to authentic’.  Another ‘Malay’ 
participant, MS017, was only concerned with how these cultural performances ‘give the 
feeling of connection to Malaysia.’  Previous studies have also indicated the importance of 
performances being able to impart a connectedness between performer and audience 
(Daniel 1996:783).  If a cultural performance is able to influence the audience emotionally, 
as was stated by MF017, then the performance is often deemed ‘authentic’. 
 ‘Chinese-Malaysian’ participants viewed authenticity as being in relation to the 
purpose of the cultural performances and the quality of their components.  These same 
reasons were given by two ‘Malay-Malaysians,’ but in their view, the performances lacked 
both purpose and quality and were thus inauthentic.  Other participants stated that the 
authenticity of cultural performances is influenced by the representativeness of the 
performers.  Therefore, if cultural performances are performed by people from that culture, 
then both performers and performances are deemed authentic. 
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Summary 
 The results from the three case studies produced varied perceptions of the 
authenticity of the cultural performances at the festivals amongst both diasporic and local 
audiences.  This multiplicity of views reinforces the notion that authenticity is relative to the 
individual (Andrews and Buggey 2008:68).  Members of the audience personally and 
internally authenticated the performances they witnessed in accordance with their previous 
experiences as well as their understandings of the culture in general.  However, as we 
shall see in the following sections, the ‘authenticity’ of Silat and other cultural 
performances could also have been negotiated between the audience and the performers 
(Peleggi 1996:445), or by the organisers (Andrews and Buggey 2008:68).  Authenticity, as 
a socially constructed practice (Moeran 2005:902), requires not only the perceived notions 
of audiences but also the actions and views of performers and festival organisers.   
 
Analysing the Perception of the Audience 
As we have seen from these case studies, the majority of survey respondents were part of 
the Malay and Malaysian diaspora that resides in the three cities.  Most of the respondents 
who answered my question on the authenticity of the performances agreed that Silat, and 
the other cultural performances they witnessed, were authentic.  However, the reasons 
why people believed the performances were authentic were as diverse as the audience 
members themselves. 
Audience members assigned authenticity to the cultural performances in three 
separate but intertwining categories:  
(1) Performers were deemed authentic even though they might not represent the 
cultural origin of their performances.  At the same time, these performers could only give 
authentic performances, according to my interview participants, if they were emotionally 
attached to the performance or were instructed by capable and qualified teachers.  In other 
words, the non-Malay or non-Malaysian performers are only able to authenticate (Becker 
2015:117) their performances through their passion for, and their practice of, Silat. 
 (2) The cultural performance itself was deemed authentic.  A cultural performance 
was perceived as authentic if it was performed correctly and with quality.  This quality 
could not be achieved if the cultural performance lacked its peripheral but essential 
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components, such as costumes and music.  Furthermore, a quality performance requires 
performers who have adequate knowledge and experience.  The experience of these 
performers also contributes to the ‘experiential authenticity’ of the performance (Daniel 
1996:783).  Performers who represent their culture are also perceived by some audience 
members as a necessary component of a cultural performance.    
 (3) Cultural heritage is the final category that audience members perceived as a 
requirement for an authentic cultural performance.  Some audience members valued the 
cultural performance they witnessed as much as the cultural heritage origins of the 
performance.  Silat, for example, was viewed by some as innately authentic.  In other 
words, Silat in itself contributes to the ‘existential authenticity’ of the Silat performance due 
to the expectations that audiences had for that cultural heritage (Laing et al 2014:182).  
Therefore, aspects of Silat such as performances are also perceived as authentic 
regardless of performers’ identities.   
In the next section I assess the notion of authenticity from the perspective of the 
performers themselves.  The results from this analysis will be used to compare and 
contrast the perceptions of the audiences outlined above, in order to understand the 
authenticity of cultural performances.   
 
Authenticity from the Perspective of the Performer 
The reasons for an authentic cultural performance that were obtained from performers 
were also diverse, although not as diverse as the audiences’ perceptions.  Nevertheless, 
the back-stage perceptions on authenticity by the performers demonstrate how the 
perceived authenticity of Silat and other cultural performances ‘va[ries] from group to 
group or from individual to individual’ (Whitford and Dunn 2014:278).  I present a summary 
of back-stage perceptions on authenticity as well as my personal experience in the 
process of producing a fusion Silat performance, highlighting the effort to make the 
performance as authentic as possible.    
 
Fiesta Malaysia (FIESTA) 2014 
The previous chapter established that the Silat performances at FIESTA were fused 
together from different Silat traditions.  This fusion was negotiated by the various Silat 
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practitioners from different backgrounds and experiences.  Audiences at FIESTA were not 
concerned with this fusion but focused more on their own perceptions of authentic Silat 
performances.  But what did the performers themselves think of their fusion 
performances? 
The leader of the Gamelan Silat group, FM050, claimed that the Silat performances 
that he and his group produced were authentic.  He justified his claim by emphasising that 
the martial art of Silat was fused historically from various warrior fighting traditions from 
across the Malay Archipelago (see Chapter Two).  Therefore, contemporary Silat 
performances can actually come from combinations of multiple Silat styles and traditions, 
whether they originate from Malaysia, Indonesia or Brunei.  Furthermore, he stated that 
because Melbourne is a mix of various ethnicities and nationalities, the fusion of cultural 
performances is done out of respect for the local social environment.   
 The status of Silat as a Malay cultural heritage was also used to justify both the 
authenticity and the fusion of different Silat performances:   
The different Silat traditions are all part of our Malay cultural heritage.  This means that Silat 
is authentic (FM050). 
The Gamelan Silat group leader added that all the different components of Silat can be 
used to authenticate Silat performances.  These components include the graceful 
movements; costumes; and weapons.  As long as these components do not stray from the 
culture from which Silat originated, the performances are viewed as authentic, he argued.   
To FM050, the performer is also regarded as a component of the Silat performance.  
Even though the performers may have originated from a variety of different backgrounds, 
their performances can still be authentic if they perform honestly and with proper 
knowledge and understanding of Malay culture.  This view was also supported by another 
Silat performer at FIESTA.  According to FM051, a person who is willing to learn Silat is 
qualified to present an authentic Silat performance.  She also added that the person who 
wants to learn Silat must find teachers whose knowledge has been continuously passed 
down from one generation to another.  Only then can Silat practitioners perform authentic 
Silat performances. 
We can discern three levels of authenticity that are generated from the perspectives 
of these performers at FIESTA.  First there is the Silat performer, whose knowledge of 
Silat, and behaviour towards the performance, are more important than the performer’s 
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cultural background.  The second corresponds to the cultural heritage status of Silat.  
According to FIESTA performers, the basic requirement for an authentic Silat performance 
is the inclusion of Silat components such as weapons and costumes that represent the 
cultural background of the martial art.  The final argument focuses on the cultural 
characteristics of Silat – and indeed all heritage performances – which are mutable 
(Solanilla 2008:108) across different social and geographical contexts.  The existence of 
different levels of authenticity also informed the Silat performances in CITRA.      
 
Citra Malaysia (CITRA) 2014 
Due to my personal involvement in the production and staging of the Silat performances in 
CITRA, this section will be an emic description of both the freedom and limitations that 
occurred in the performances with regards to my ‘authentic self’ (Wuthnow and Witten 
1988:58) and processes of authentication from a performer’s perspective.  This 
‘deconstructive approach’ (Brumann 2014:181) will enable insights into the motivations 
and practical actions behind the construction of an ‘authentic’ cultural performance by the 
performer.   
 During my initial meeting and discussion with CITRA’s organisers, I was told that 
they could not find any other Malaysian Silat teachers in Queensland.  Additionally, one of 
their aims was to include a Silat performance that represented the history of the Malay 
people in Malaysia.  My lone status as a Silat teacher and the demands of the organisers 
were both a responsibility and a limitation that were placed upon me in the early stages of 
the festival.  I had to reciprocate the trust that the organisers had given me while being 
conscious of the way Silat would be performed to fit with the historical theme.   
 Consequently, my goal was to produce a performance that would suit the festival 
theme and at the same time display as much authenticity as possible.  I felt that it was my 
responsibility as both a Malay and a Malaysian to produce a performance that suited 
CITRA’s theme.  The goal to produce an authentic performance was due to my sense of 
responsibility to my Silat teachers as well as to the martial art itself.  I felt that I would 
betray the teachings and trust of my teachers if I did not strive to perform an authentic Silat 
performance, not just at CITRA but on any public Silat stage. 
 My pursuit of a thematic performance was connected to my own identity.  The fear 
of betrayal that I felt was a personal sense of enlightenment.  I felt that if I did not perform 
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an authentic Silat performance, I would not do justice to those who had imparted me with 
the knowledge and skills of Silat back in my homeland.  It gave me a renewed purpose as 
both a performer and a researcher in order to tackle the difficulties of managing my own 
self as well as managing my students and the expectations of CITRA’s organisers.   
 The diasporic environment aggravated the limitations of my performance, largely 
due to the lack of requisite resources.  From my Silat experience, costumes, weapons, and 
experienced performers are essential to the production of an authentic Silat performance.  
I was informed by another performer of Malay cultural dances, CB063, that previous 
traditional Malay costumes that were used in past CITRAs were all destroyed in the 2011 
floods in Brisbane.  Although some bladed and blunt Silat weapons can be found in martial 
art supply stores in Brisbane, due to the increased tensions in the Middle East and the 
generalised media portrayal of Muslims as terrorists, my students and I agreed to perform 
using only empty-handed movements and techniques, rather than using weapons.  In 
addition, my students were not capable of performing stunts and advanced techniques that 
could strengthen the authenticity of the performance due to their lack of experience in 
training and performing.     
 After much deliberation and practice with my students, we decided to perform a 
group demonstration of basic Silat skills to cater to the historical theme of the festival.  In 
essence, the performance would display a set of training regimes that are specifically 
designed for the Silat style that I was teaching.  In our opinion, the display of basic skills 
was a representation of the effort of ancient Malays who tried to formulate a formidable 
fighting system (Wilkinson 1910:27) in order to defend their lives and properties. 
 As I mentioned in the previous chapter, I suggested to the organisers that they 
should include another Silat performance during the Malay wedding demonstration.  In 
addition to the chance to compare the perception of festival stakeholders towards two 
different Silat performances, this was also to demonstrate to the audience a typical public 
Silat performance that could be found in many parts of Peninsula Malaysia.  Nevertheless, 
we still could not produce a truly authentic Silat wedding performance due to the inability of 
organisers to bring real Silat musicians to accompany the performance. 
 The audience responded differently to the two different Silat performances.  
Audience members were passionate in their response to the first Silat performance.  The 
second Silat performance that accompanied the Malay wedding received a lesser 
response from the audience.  This might be due to the fact that the second Silat 
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performance was portrayed and seen as part of the overall wedding experience (Zainal 
Abdul Latiff 2012:389), whereas the first performance showcased Silat itself.  Additionally, 
the first performance was a direct representation of the festival itinerary that CITRA 
organisers advertised to attract an audience (see Figure 6.2).  This strategy by the 
organisers might have influenced the way audiences perceived the performances.   
 
 
Figure 6.2: Banner mentioning Silat at CITRA 2014 
 
 As we have seen earlier in this chapter, only one member of the audience at CITRA 
commented about the lack of several aspects of the Malay culture, which might be due to 
the lack of resources my students and I encountered before the actual performance.  
Although we, the performers, tried our best to present the most authentic performance that 
we could manage in a diasporic context, the performance was still regarded as inauthentic 
to at least one survey participant amongst the audience.  It is possible that this same 
thought might have lingered in the minds of other people in the audience who did not 
participate in the survey.    
 The status or background of a performer has often been used to ‘authenticate’ the 
performer in order to achieve certain agenda (e.g. Carlson 1996:183).  The ‘authentic self’ 
(Wuthnow and Witten 1988:58) can thus burden an individual with a sense of responsibility 
towards the community in regards to that individual’s skills and knowledge.  This sense of 
duty, however, is limited in a diasporic environment, especially if the cultural heritage that 
contains the skills and knowledge is also rare or even absent.  Although this rarity can 
allow a ‘sense of freedom’ (Knudsen 2001:77) to the performer in terms of adapting the 
performance to both the situation and the context, the sense of responsibility to the 
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authentic, in general, limits the freedom of the individual performer to reconstruct his or her 
performance to an evolving cultural heritage. Therefore, processes of ‘adaptation, 
redefinition and reconstruction’ (Knudsen 2001:62) towards both the practice and 
performance of Silat were needed for Silat to be relevant to the diasporic community.  This 
mutable characteristic of a living heritage (Brumann 2014:171) such as Silat also informed 
performer perceptions of authenticity towards cultural performances at the Malaysia 
Festival in Sydney.    
   
Malaysia Festival (MFEST) 2014 
The number of Silat performers at MFEST was the fewest amongst the three case studies.  
Three Silat practitioners, myself included, performed during the Malay wedding ceremony.  
I was also the only Silat practitioner who performed Silat as part of the Ulek Mayang 
performance.  Another Silat performer, MS025 – a Malay male from Singapore who had 
migrated to Australia – was not concerned with cultural, contextual or spiritually-based 
authenticity that audiences and performers in other festivals expressed as important to 
cultural performances.  
The authenticity comes from the person with the experience (MS025). 
The ‘experience’ MS025 had in mind did not seem to represent the current condition and 
level of the performer as a Silat practitioner.  Performer MS025 confessed that his 
knowledge and skill in the Silat he performed at MFEST were based on his experience and 
practice of Silat that he had acquired more than a decade earlier.  In other words, the 
authenticity that performer MS025 claimed was not dependent on his current proficiency 
as a Silat practitioner.  To this performer, therefore, the performer and the performance are 
considered authentic as long as the former has some form of previous experience in Silat. 
 Another opinion that focused on the experience of the performer came from one of 
the Ulek Mayang performers.  His notion of ‘experience’ was that a performer, in order to 
perform authentically, should have a complete immersion into the culture of the 
performance. 
Of course, they cannot show the exact thing because the person that they hired to do the 
performance was not the guy that was raised fully from that culture (MS027). 
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He explained his view by giving an example of an urban born-and-raised performer who 
tries to showcase a cultural performance from a rural community.   The city living 
experience is not comparable to life in rural areas.  Therefore, according to MS027, 
performers from the city can never represent an authentic cultural performance that 
originates from villages and other rural areas.  In other words, the background of the 
performers, that encompasses both their place of origin and lifestyle, can influence their 
role as authentic performers.   
 The diasporic environment might not be an ideal setting for Malaysian student 
performers to implement authentic Malay cultural traditions according to this view.  Due to 
the lack of Malaysian experts or professionals in Sydney who can perform Malaysian 
culture, student performers featured prominently in most of the cultural performances 
during MFEST.  Another Ulek Mayang performer also shared her opinion on authenticity in 
regards to Malaysian cultural performances. 
It is a good thing to have people of that culture to perform but if they are not available then 
just show whatever you can and make it as authentic as possible (MS030). 
This comment appears to be based on a kind of desperation in terms of procuring the 
necessary expertise that could assist in the performance of an authentic cultural 
experience. 
 Although the opinions of the three Malay performers presented above differ in terms 
of the level of experience that performers must have in order to perform an authentic 
performance, the significance of authenticity is still inherent in the responses of all three 
performers.  However, an Indian-Malaysian student performer, MS029, dismissed any 
notion of issues of authenticity in regards to cultural performances:   
Culture is ongoing and if performed at that time then it is still relevant.  Therefore, the issue 
of authenticity is not relevant (MS029). 
Performer MS029 performed in three different cultural performances at MFEST: the Zapin 
dance; an Indian wedding; and the Bollywood dance.  While the wedding and Bollywood 
dances were claimed to represent Indians in Malaysia, the Zapin is a ‘Middle-Eastern 
inspired’ Malay dance (Zainal Abdul Latiff and Duratul Ain 2014:548) from southern 
Peninsula Malaysia (see Figure 6.3). 
The inclusion of performer MS029 changed the demographic of the Zapin 
performers from an entirely Malay group into a multiracial group.  Performer MS029 was 
 150 
 
excited to learn and be a part of the Zapin performance.  However, she commented on 
how difficult it was to convince other Indian-Malaysian students to take part in the 
performance of Indian culture. 
What can I do when Indians themselves do not want to perform?  It is sad.  It was hard to 
find performers for MFEST.  They do not want to represent their own culture (MS029).   
 
 
Figure 6.3: Multiracial Zapin performers at the Back-stage Area of MFEST 2014 
 
Performer MS029 also mentioned that in past Malaysian Festivals in Sydney, Indian 
students had had the opportunity to perform classical Indian dances.  However, students 
who were skilled, knowledgeable and had access to classical Indian costumes had 
returned to Malaysia once they had completed their studies.   
Even though performer MS029 had the experience of performing in past Malaysian 
Festivals, her lack of confidence in her own skills resulted in her decision not to teach the 
classical Indian dances to other Indian-Malaysian students.  This situation seems to 
indicate that performer MF029 still had an inclination or desire to achieve the authentic 
(Daniel 1996:783).  If she actually believed her claim that authenticity was not relevant for 
cultural performances, then performer MS029 could have disregarded her lack of 
confidence and continued to propagate and instruct the classical dances to other 
interested Indian-Malaysians and Malaysian students in general, despite the lack of 
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resources.  Furthermore, her decision to perform Zapin in MFEST 2014, regardless of the 
ethnic representation of the performance, suggests that the authenticity of a cultural 
performance is not related to the identity of the performer but more to the source of 
knowledge and costumes. 
 
Summary 
The different opinions of the performers in regards to the significance of authenticity for 
cultural performances demonstrates the constant negotiations that diasporic communities 
have to make in order to establish themselves and their traditions and heritage in places 
that are not their original homeland.  I will focus on the discussion of heritage in the next 
chapter.    
  
Analysing the Perceptions of Performers 
The results from my three case studies illustrate the importance of understanding the issue 
of authenticity from a performer’s perspective.  This understanding enables us to 
acknowledge that cultural performers amongst Silat practitioners and Malaysian students 
have their own reasons for performing their culture in Australia.  It also allows the 
realisation that diasporic situations have influenced the thoughts, emotions and behaviours 
of these performers in regards to the authenticity of their performances.   
 Performers in all three locations had the desire to perform authentic cultural 
performances (Daniel 1996:783).  This desire was based on their personal experiences 
and interpretations.  However, the diasporic environment hindered many of their strategies 
to produce what they deemed to be authentic performances.  The lack of available 
resources such as costumes and expert performers influenced the way cultural 
performances were staged to the extent that changes were made through innovations and 
improvisations in accordance with the situation.  Nevertheless, these fusion performances 
still maintained some authenticity in aspects such as movements, weapons, and costumes 
as well as the experience of the performers.   
 The justifications that were given by performers for the authenticity of their 
performances were correlated to the social and communal contexts of their diasporic 
locations.  In Melbourne, Silat practitioners who performed at FIESTA viewed the social 
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and cultural mixture that prevailed in the city as sufficient reason for the fusion of various 
Silat cultures into one unified but still authentic performance.  The expectations of the 
Malaysian student community in Brisbane were enough to convince the performers to 
engage in negotiations between themselves in order to produce Silat performances that 
befitted the festival theme without sacrificing much of the authentic aspects of Silat.  The 
constant changes in the demography of the Malaysian students in Sydney influenced both 
the desire amongst performers to perform authentic cultural performances and the way 
performers viewed their own authentic selves (Wuthnow and Witten 1988:58) in relation to 
their previous and contemporary experiences.  
As we have seen in my findings in this chapter, experience was also a critical factor 
that influenced perceptions of authenticity.  Audience members viewed authentic 
performances as the culmination of extensive research and training by the performers.  
Performers also perceived themselves as authentic representatives of Silat due to their 
previous experience with the martial art.  As a Silat practitioner, I had the same inclination 
as the other performers when we viewed ourselves as embodying authenticity (see Farrer 
2011).  Although the degree of experience might be different from one performer to the 
next, past involvement in Silat was enough for a performer to proclaim an authentic self.   
 Silat was viewed by stakeholders as being intrinsically authentic.  If a performer had 
previous experience in Silat, then that was the minimum requirement for the resulting 
performance to also be authentic.  Additionally, audience members also stated that 
performers who had no prior Silat experience could still produce authentic performances if 
they had the passion or desire that motivated them towards performing authenticity.  
However, my findings also indicated that performers who had embodied Silat knowledge 
also desired to present authentic performances.  It seemed that having embodied 
knowledge of the cultural tradition that was being performed, which in this case was Silat, 
should not be evaluated in terms of past experiences entirely in order for a performance to 
be authentic.  The acquirement of Silat just for performing at cultural festivals was also 
sufficient for the performance to exude authenticity.  I will discuss in the following section 
the significance of having a connection to the homeland of Silat to validate a performer’s 
authentic Silat embodiment, regardless of past or present experience. 
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Discussion 
The diverse perspectives that arose from these findings are a predictable phenomenon 
due to the socially constructed nature of authenticity (Moeran 2005:902).  However, the 
reasons for authenticity that were given by both the audience members and the performers 
in the three festivals reflect the diasporic conditions that brought about the requirement to 
adapt and reconstruct Silat performances into fusion performances (Knudsen 2001:62).  
These conditions correspond to three types of authenticity: the ‘constructive authenticity’ of 
the cultural performance; the ‘existential authenticity’ of Silat as cultural heritage; and the 
‘experiential authenticity’ of the performers (Daniel 1996:783; Laing et al 2014:187; Wang 
1999:352).   
Constructive authenticity corresponds to how Silat performances in the three 
festivals were able to be negotiated amongst the stakeholders in order to match the 
different themes of these festivals.  These performances were considered ‘constructed’ 
due to the negotiations that preceded their enaction, but were also, despite this, 
considered ‘authentic’ by most stakeholders.  In other words, authenticity was projected 
onto these fusion performances by the various stakeholders due to the knowledge that 
these performances were based on cultural heritage.  The origin of Silat and its connection 
to the homeland contributes to the existential authenticity of the Silat performances as 
perceived by the audiences.  In other words, Silat’s identity as a cultural heritage not only 
authenticates the fusion performances, but it also provides the opportunity for audiences to 
experience these performances and through this experience the audience could feel a 
sense of self-authenticity or an authentic self.  Festival audiences also viewed performers 
who have ample experience in the knowledge and skill of Silat as the main reason for an 
experientially authentic performance.      
 Fusion Silat performances in FIESTA, CITRA, and MFEST were constructed in 
accordance with the situations that developed through back-stage and front-stage 
negotiations.  As part of the overall attraction, the front-stage cultural performances portray 
Malaysia in accordance with the theme and purpose of the festivals.  As the results have 
shown, Silat performances were perceived by the audience as authentic due to their 
alignment with festival themes and purpose.  These performances were also deemed 
authentic through their quality and their ability to affect the emotions of the audience 
(Daniel 1996:783).  The Silat performances were able to display the image of authenticity 
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(Peterson 2005:1093) that was consonant with the idea of an authentic Malaysian 
experience. 
 The position of Silat as a ‘living cultural heritage’ (Ross 1996:20) was valued by 
both audiences and performers as a condition of authenticity.  The contemporary 
significance of Silat was illustrated through the use of Silat performances in the three 
Malaysian festivals.  Furthermore, the innate characteristic of Silat as a living cultural 
heritage (Brumann 2014:173) was mentioned as one of the conditions of an authentic Silat 
performance by both audience members and performers.  In essence, the innate quality of 
Silat was perceived to be a factor that contributes to authentic Silat performances.  This 
intrinsic authenticity (Laing et al 2014:187) generated by the status of Silat was supported 
by the use of components such as costumes and weapons.  These components were 
used by performers to authenticate their performances (Cohen 2005:40), and at the same 
time, were perceived by the audience as part of an authentic Silat performance. 
 As the main protagonists of fusion Silat performances, Silat performers in all three 
festivals were performing their authentic selves (Schechner 1985; Wuthnow and Witten 
1988:58).  This is due to the fact that they were all Silat practitioners.  Although some of 
these practitioners were not Malays or Malaysians, audiences who witnessed these 
performers were more concerned with the experience that the latter had accumulated 
through their study of Silat than with their ethnic origins.  In other words, the representation 
of the art by an experienced performer was more important to the manifestation of an 
authentic performance than a performer’s representation through ethnic or national origins. 
 Performers themselves were not equivocal in their opinions regarding the 
authenticity of their performances.  Similar to the opinions of some of the audience 
members, performers related the significance of proper behaviour during their 
performances to the authenticity of their performances.  This behavioural condition 
includes honesty and passion.  An honest and passionate performer could deliver an 
authentic performance regardless of his or her origins, according to most performer 
respondents.  A sense of responsibility towards the living cultural heritage would allow 
performers to strive for an authentic performance even when they were faced with 
limitations due to the diasporic environment.  These internal qualities that performers 
should have in order to perform authentic Silat seemed to suggest that performers were 
able to ‘discover their true selves’ (Laing et al 2014:182) through the cultural performance 
experience.   
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 Diasporic conditions were the most prominent limitation to the ability of performers 
to produce Silat performances that used authentic components of Silat.  Even though 
changes to the overall Silat performances were made in order to adapt to the diasporic 
environment; components such as costumes and the use of Silat weapons also changed, 
but were regarded as acceptable in producing diasporic ‘accuracy’ (Daniel 1996:783).  In 
other words, the reconstruction of Silat performances in the diaspora not only reflects the 
lack of resources for components, but also the limitations that performers faced in the 
diasporic context.   
 Nevertheless, the uncertainties faced by performers in their diasporic environments 
in regards to the physical components of Silat, could not deter the performers from 
persevering and continuing to perform in the festivals.  This attitude was mainly due to the 
knowledge of Silat that they had obtained from their teachers.  This source of knowledge 
for the performers acts as a reflection of their authentic status as Silat practitioners as well 
as the basis for which audiences viewed the performances as authentic.  
  
Emergent theme: Source of Knowledge 
Amidst the multiple reasons given for the existence of authenticity in the cultural 
performances at the festivals, both the audience and the performers in the three case 
studies acknowledged that cultural performances are authentic if the performers received 
training from a proper source of knowledge.  The term ‘proper’ here correlates with the 
authenticity of the source itself.  Once a performer has learned Silat from a teacher who 
embodies a continuous transmission of knowledge, then the performer is perceived to be 
authentic in his or her performances, regardless of who they are or the location of the 
performances. 
 This emphasis on performers and their responsibility to learn from an authentic 
source strengthens the suggestion that performers are ‘indicators of authenticity’ (Daniel 
1996:785).  Daniel (1996) states that: 
What happens to the performer in the process of or as a result of a performance is often 
deemed critical in determining ‘authenticity’ (Daniel 1996:785). 
As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, performers have had to negotiate between 
themselves and other festival stakeholders to produce fusion performances.  However, 
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these fusion cultural performances are still considered authentic by both the performers 
who produced them and the audiences who witnessed them in the festivals.   
 As Andrews and Buggey (2008) argue in regards to Indigenous people and their 
landscapes, ‘continuity of traditions is thus a key indicator of authenticity’ (Andrews and 
Buggey 2008:67).  A similar notion can be drawn from the situation with Silat performers in 
Australia.  Although Silat performers may or may not be associated with the place in which 
their performances are held, the temporary spatial articulation and negotiation that 
festivals provide (Ruting and Li 2011:278) allow practitioners to enact fusion performances 
that maintain authentic elements.  These efforts by the performers were acknowledged by 
festival audiences, especially through the acceptance of the performers’ source of 
knowledge, as an indicator of authenticity.  
 The significance of the source of knowledge as a condition for authentic 
performances was a direct result of the diasporic environment.  The lack of resources for 
tangible components of a cultural performance as well as the non-representativeness of 
Silat performers increased the emphasis on performers’ source of knowledge.  This 
intangible quality that both audiences and performers claimed as a key condition of 
authenticity is also a testament to the effort by diasporic communities to connect to their 
homeland and to the original culture of the performance.  Diasporic communities are able 
to relate their experience of fusion cultural performances to their homeland by giving 
significance to the continuous transmission of knowledge from past generations to 
contemporary teachers and their performers.    
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has tackled the issue of authenticity in the three case studies.  Authenticity is 
still an important condition for audiences who experienced fusion cultural performances.  
They viewed authentic cultural performances as those that had quality and fitted the 
purpose of the festivals.  The innate quality of Silat as cultural heritage also guaranteed 
the authenticity of Silat performances for these festival participants.  Audiences also 
perceived performers as ‘indicators of authenticity’ (Daniel 1996:785) provided that these 
performers had obtained Silat skills from an authentic source of knowledge. 
 The Silat performers at these festivals not only negotiated and collaborated with 
others to produce fusion performances, but they also had to negotiate their own authentic 
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knowledge and experience in order to produce authentic performances for their audiences.  
According to performers, the most important condition in order to produce authenticity was 
the source of Silat knowledge. 
The focus on the original source of knowledge leads to the issue of identity for 
Malaysian communities in Australia.  Even though authenticity is needed to instil credibility 
to the cultural heritage performances through connections to the homeland, changes to 
these performances (i.e. through fusion) indicate that the representation of identity for 
diasporic communities requires more than just a sense of authenticity.  The next chapter 
will examine identity representations by Malaysian communities in Sydney, Melbourne and 
Brisbane through Silat and other cultural heritage performances in the festival context.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
REPRESENTATIONS OF IDENTITY AMONGST DIASPORIC 
MALAYSIAN COMMUNITIES IN AUSTRALIA 
 
Introduction 
The concept of identity revolves around the idea that a person or a group is subjected to 
attributions of similarity and difference when compared to others (Jenkins 2008:17).  For 
individuals and groups to be either similar to, or different from others, they are required to 
associate or identify with certain identities, or to meet certain identity criteria imposed by 
those outside the group.  For example, a person might be expected to indulge in a 
presentation of the self that is suitable to, or compatible with a particular behaviour or 
given situation.  Goffman’s (1959) seminal work on this subject introduced the relationship 
between the private self and the public self (Goffman 1959:114).  The former is our true 
identity – what we do and how we act in our own terms and in seclusion.  The public self is 
a performance of identity that occurs once a person steps out of seclusion and interacts 
with others.  This communicative process, according to Goffman, is experienced by 
individuals and groups alike. 
 
Identity and Cultural Heritage 
Identity and cultural heritage are both processes in which change is the norm.  Both can 
be communicated through (amongst other things) representations of remains and 
manifestations of the past.  Certain heritage and identity markers can also be selected or 
excluded depending on their relevance to those who have the authority or rights to choose 
and change those markers to suit certain agendas.   
The most important issue in the study of diaspora is the maintenance of identity by 
diasporic communities (Hall 1990:231; Sahoo and Maharaj 2007:1-18).  The process of 
identification is available to any individuals or groups through association with tangible or 
intangible signifiers.     
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Diasporic communities have used festivals to express both heritage and identity in 
their new environments.  Although festivals are acknowledged as events where an internal 
sense of identity of a community is performed publicly, other internal issues as well as 
external forces can influence the way in which the festival is represented: through the use 
of heritage by the community; and the performance of identity through intangible cultural 
heritage.  In this chapter I investigate how heritage performances in the three festivals 
studied for this thesis act as identity signifiers for Malaysian diasporic communities in 
Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney.   
An underlying concept that I will use in this investigation of the representation of 
identity is the relationship between physical manifestations such as cultural heritage 
performances, and two intangible qualities of these manifestations: reinforcing identity and 
cultural validation. 
At the end of this chapter, I demonstrate how performances that represent diasporic 
identities were able to reinforce these identities as well as how these performances 
validate the diasporic culture that they represent.  I finish the chapter with an analysis of 
the concept of ‘festival interaction’, which I see as the outcome of back-stage and front-
stage representations of diasporic identities that occurred at the three case studies. 
 
Back-Stage Representations of Identities 
Representations of identity were negotiated ‘behind the scenes’ of the festival 
performances that make up my research.  While diasporic conditions did influence these 
negotiations, I demonstrate that the decisions by organisers and performers played the 
major role in shaping the values and meanings of cultural heritage performances and their 
relation to identity.  I present here the back-stage negotiations that I observed and 
participated in during the three case studies.  
 
Fiesta Malaysia (FIESTA) 2014 
I was given the opportunity to join and observe FIESTA’s final organising committee 
meeting, held the day before the festival.  The meeting was held in the lobby of an 
academic building on the campus of Melbourne University.  The lobby was filled with more 
than 30 committee members, mostly Chinese-Malaysian students.  I only noticed three 
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Malays and one Indian during the entirety of the meeting.  These students not only 
finalised the administrative strategies for the festival, but they also shaped the way the 
identities of performers and performances would be represented, and this included the 
Silat and other cultural heritage performances. 
 The committee, headed by FM060, was most enthusiastic about those elements of 
the programme that involved festival attractions that did not represent Malaysian cultural 
heritage in terms of performances and food.  The arrival of a popular Chinese-Malaysian 
artist and the Durian eating competition were the two major subjects of interest during the 
meeting.  These two attractions were representative of both the Chinese-Malaysian ethnic 
identity and the Malaysian national identity.   
 Although cultural heritage was not a focus of the organising committee’s 
deliberations, there were two instances where it was mentioned during the meeting.  The 
first occurred when one of the committee members posed a question concerning the way 
festival staff or crew would present themselves visually during the festival.  The committee 
was unanimous in its decision to dress in ‘traditional’ clothing.  Silat was also mentioned by 
the project director, FM060, in relation to the way the martial art performance would be 
staged during FIESTA.  The project director was trying to remember whether Silat was 
performed on the stage or on the floor of Federation Square in the 2013 version of 
FIESTA.   One of the three Malay women, who had performed in the previous FIESTA, 
confirmed with the committee that Silat was performed on the floor during FIESTA 2013.   
 FIESTA 2013 had showcased a martial art performance from a Silat organisation 
called Silat Cekak.  Silat Cekak had its headquarters in Malaysia and was brought to 
Melbourne by Malaysian students and this visiting group later taught that form of Silat to 
some Malay migrants and their children and even some Malaysian officials in the 
Consulate.  An article about Silat Cekak had been published in JOM Magazine – a 
Malaysian diaspora magazine in Melbourne – almost a year prior to FIESTA 2014.  The 
article mentioned that Silat Cekak could be seen in many Malaysian events in Melbourne 
at that time.  The strong Malaysian or homeland influence on this Silat Cekak style, as well 
as its dissemination amongst Malay migrants, officials and students, meant that this 
performance could have been one of the best representations of both Malaysian and 
Malay identities at FIESTA 2013. 
 Nevertheless, according to some informants whom I met during my fieldwork prior 
to the day of the festival, the main instructor of Silat Cekak in Melbourne had returned to 
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Malaysia after his graduation, and this had caused a significant decrease both in members 
of the Silat Cekak genre and in activities involving Silat Cekak.  This series of incidents 
prompted organisers of FIESTA 2014 to rely on the Gamelan Silat group, as we have seen 
in previous chapters.  Although the Gamelan Silat group comprised multi-ethnic and multi-
national performers, FIESTA organisers identified more with the art of Silat per se than 
with the identities of the performers:   
From the perspective of the committee, we do not really mind having Indonesians and other 
nationalities to help us for Fiesta.  Indonesians, for example, some of the things that they 
have, we actually have it too in Malaysia.  So as long as they have something that can 
portray Malaysia even though the Indonesians are helping us for that, that is fine.  
However, for the Malaysians who came, I do not think that they were actually too particular 
about this (FM053). 
From my own perspective, I feel it is not about who is performing.  It is more like the art 
itself, for example the martial arts. The identity of the person who performed did not bother 
me (FM059).  
The relationship between the identity of an individual or a community and what he or she 
actually performed relates back to Goffman’s (1959) theory on the presentation of the self 
in the public sphere.  According to Goffman’s theory, a person would only present to 
society what the society deemed as appropriate.  In the case of the Silat performers at 
FIESTA 2014, the personal backgrounds or identities of the performers were a secondary 
consideration for the organisers, who wanted a cultural presentation that was appropriate 
to showcase Malaysian identity. 
I think the reason why we invited all these groups in Australia, regardless of their 
nationalities and backgrounds, was because not many Malaysians here know the 
Malaysian culture such as traditional performances.   For example, not many people know 
how to perform the Lion dance and the Silat performance.  If you ask me to perform the 
Lion dance, I could not because I did not practise it and I am not well trained.   So only 
those who are well trained and those who go for practices are qualified to be the performers 
(FM052). 
As FM052 – the president of the Malaysian student committee – mentioned above, the 
identity of the performers did not override knowledge and experience in the performance of 
Silat.  However, if there were Malaysians who were qualified to perform at the festival, then 
they would be the preferred choice for the performance of Silat and other cultural heritage.  
Therefore, the representativeness of a Malaysian cultural heritage in Melbourne’s 
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diasporic context was based more on the cultural values that organisers deemed 
appropriate than on the origin of the performers.  The lack of representation based on the 
actual identity of the performer was not detrimental to the presentation of the overall 
Malaysian identity in the diaspora.  This relationship between personal and collective 
identities also informed the representations of cultural heritage in Brisbane.   
 
Citra Malaysia (CITRA) 2014  
The Malaysian communities in Brisbane, both students and migrants, had not had any 
Silat instructors or classes prior to the voluntary Silat class that I established in 2013 (see 
Chapter Five).  Even after I started the class, only a few Malay-Malaysian students who 
were keen to join and learn both the artistic and self-defence aspects of Silat came to me 
to learn this art.  The lack of support from both Malaysian students and migrants for the 
Silat class influenced the development of the Silat performance at CITRA.     
One of the main contributors to the lack of support for the class is the separation 
that exists amongst the different Malaysian communities in Brisbane.  Malaysian students 
have different responsibilities and concerns according to their status as undergraduates or 
postgraduates.  Malaysian undergraduate students tend to live together according to their 
ethnic identities.  As an example, Malay students are more comfortable living amongst 
themselves due to their shared religion.  Their Muslim identity makes it difficult for Malay 
students to live with their Chinese colleagues due to the latter’s taste for pork meat and 
associated products.   
 Postgraduate students from Malaysia have few opportunities to form relationships 
with their undergraduate counterparts.  Most postgraduates are married and have brought 
their families with them to Brisbane.  This status makes it difficult for postgraduates to 
connect with undergraduates in normal circumstances.   
Basically, the postgraduate students all are married. They will bring their families here. So 
we are realistic; I mean they have their own families and we are the young ones, so it is a 
bit hard actually to connect with them and I think one of the ways to connect with them is 
through sports (CB066). 
Sports and cultural events such as CITRA were the activities that could bring these two 
groups together.  Although the capacity to involve postgraduates in CITRA was mostly as 
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visitors or as audience members, these students from different backgrounds still worked 
together to organise CITRA in order to portray their Malaysian identities.  
 I witnessed the commitment of undergraduates and the lack of presence of 
postgraduates during the joint practices and meetings prior to CITRA 2014.  There were 
only a couple of other postgraduates present, and they, like myself, were not married.  
Furthermore, these postgraduates were all performers.  The organisation of the event was 
handled by the undergraduates.  Even the different performances were supervised by 
undergraduates in MASCAT – the Malaysian Student Council Cultural Troupe – which was 
headed by CB067, a second-generation Malay migrant.  She was an undergraduate and 
her involvement in CITRA was something unusual due to the limited involvement of 
migrants in student events. 
 From the students’ perspectives, students and migrants have a certain barrier 
between them that is caused by their different identities.  This barrier would then separate 
these two groups even in events that should have united them. 
Because I have certain connections to migrants here, I know that there is a Malaysian Club 
organised by Malaysian migrants in Brisbane.  When I told my friends, no one [had] ever 
heard about this Club.  So that shows itself [as] a gap. I mean because the Malaysian Club 
is basically more towards the people who already work here and all that. So they serve for 
that, and we here, we serve for ourselves. I mean they do not want to [be] involved in our 
activities and we also do not want to [be] involved in their activities because they are 
already working (CB066). 
Their different status as migrants and students excluded one group from the other in social 
events.  However, there are instances when students are welcomed in migrant events or 
celebrations, especially when students have certain connections to someone in the 
migrant community: 
Last weekend I helped in my friend’s wedding ceremony at a local mosque.  The people 
there are all migrants.  I never met any of them before.  From this event, I had the 
opportunity to make friends with migrants here.  I knew the bride because she was a 
student at the University of Queensland.  Her husband was an aviation student in Adelaide.  
His parents have a local business here in [the Brisbane suburb of] Holland Park (CB065). 
In this case, a student and a migrant came together in matrimony and thus were able to 
bring members of both the student and migrant groups together.  These examples 
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highlight the various Malaysian identities that exist in Brisbane.  These ‘multiple 
overlapping identities’, as Werbner (1996) argued:  
can be celebrated separately as a coherent whole, in social spaces demarcated and 
‘framed’ as separate and discrete (Werbner 1996:96). 
Even though Malaysians in Brisbane celebrate their identities in accordance with their 
different status and in different events, these celebrations represent a collective 
‘Malaysian’ identity in a diasporic setting.  In other words, the separate celebratory events 
amongst Malaysians are not necessarily an indication of disunity in the overall diasporic 
community; rather, these events foster the presence of the collective Malaysian identity in 
Brisbane.   
 As we saw in Chapter Five, Silat was part of the cultural heritage performances that 
were chosen by undergraduate student organisers to represent the Malay identity in the 
Malaysian festival, CITRA.  Other heritage performances, such as the Lion dance and the 
Bollywood dance, were representations of Chinese and Indian-Malaysian identities 
respectively.  The festival was meant to celebrate the overall Malaysian identity.  However, 
as it was a student-run event, the exclusion of migrants in the organisation of the festival 
resulted in the development of themes that were influenced by students’ perspectives of 
the homeland.  As we shall see in my discussion of the front-stage CITRA, below, migrants 
could not present their interpretations of their cultural identity in a festival that showcased 
Malaysian identity in general.  Nevertheless, Malaysian migrants still gave their support 
through their presence and participation in some activities at CITRA.                    
Differences in terms of their status as migrant workers and temporary students did 
not cause any conflict between the two groups.  However, their identification with these 
statuses distanced one from the other in both general affairs and cultural matters.  As we 
have seen, opportunities do exist in the forms of individuals who could shorten the gap 
through their involvement in cultural heritage.  These opportunities also informed the 
situation behind the organisation of MFEST in Sydney. 
 
Malaysia Festival (MFEST) 2014 
My involvement in the Ulek Mayang dance (see Chapter Five) allowed me to have direct 
access to places where student performers practised their dances prior to the festival.  On 
one occasion, the Ulek Mayang group gave me a wrong address for their training location.   
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Although this incident denied me valuable time to be with the group, the activities at the 
wrong location gave me another insight into the issue of identity and its representation. 
 The location was in the highest level of a shopping mall situated along the fringes of 
Melbourne’s Central Business District.  The mall had a studio that can be rented out to 
anyone in need of a place to practise dance or other physical activities.  As I entered the 
studio, there was a faint sound of music that echoed around the walls.  I realised that it 
was the familiar sound of an old Bollywood – the Indian movie industry akin to Hollywood – 
song that was popular in Malaysia back in the 1990s.  There were three individuals inside 
the studio.  Two Chinese women and an Indian man were practising Bollywood-inspired 
dances.  I recognised the male, whom I had met earlier at Malaysia Hall – a Malaysian 
dormitory accommodation for students.  One of the Chinese-Malaysian women was 
instructing her colleagues how to perform the dance.   
A few minutes later, two other women joined the practice session.  One of them, an 
Indian, MS029, took over the position of coach of the Bollywood dance.  She told me that 
because there are not many Indian-Malaysian students in Sydney, there was not much 
interest in Indian-Malaysian cultural activities.  Due to her experience in previous MFEST 
events, the organisers relied on her to find others to learn, and to perform the dances that 
the organisers believed would enhance the festival.  MS029 was restricted to the 
performance of Bollywood dances because she was not trained in any classical Indian 
dances.  Moreover, Indian-Malaysian students who were trained in classical dances had 
all gone back to Malaysia.  Even the connections that she had with Indian-Malaysian 
migrants in Sydney could not assist her due to the same lack of experienced performers in 
this diasporic community.     
  Although the Bollywood dance is not considered part of the Malaysian national 
heritage, nor does it truly represent the Indian population in Malaysia, the diasporic context 
of Sydney allowed Bollywood dance to be identified as an Indian-Malaysian culture: 
The Bollywood culture is different in the sense that when we perform for MFEST we know 
we are catering for the Malaysian society, so like this year we used songs from the 90s.  
Because when we used to be in school they always show these Bollywood movies on 
television. It is really part of our culture.  So when we perform Bollywood for MFEST we 
want it to be famous songs that Malaysians can relate to (MS029). 
In other words, the lack of knowledgeable and skilled dancers in classical Indian dance in 
Sydney justified the use of Bollywood dances as replacement representations of the 
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Indian-Malaysian identity.  This representation was further cemented by the use of 
Bollywood songs of the 1990s to ensure that MFEST visitors would accept Bollywood 
dances as significant cultural performances for the overall Malaysian community in 
Sydney. 
 The reliance on a popular culture as a substitute representation of a Malaysian 
diasporic community seems to contradict the importance of cultural heritage as a signifier 
of identity.  But in reality, the perception and practice of culture changes according to 
circumstances (e.g. Andrews and Buggey 2008).  In the case of Sydney’s Malaysian 
students, the present ‘Malaysian’ cultural ‘tradition’ includes a range of activities that act as 
a substitute for more widely recognised Malaysian cultural events for which there is limited 
knowledge and experience amongst the Sydney Malaysian student diaspora.  Therefore, 
student performers had to negotiate their identities with the identities of the cultural 
performances that they would eventually present in the festival. 
 
Analysing the Back-Stage ‘Identities’ 
As we have seen from these back-stage examples, the environment of the diaspora 
influenced the way Malaysian communities negotiated their identities.  Even though Malay-
Malaysian migrants and students were influenced by a Silat group from Malaysia in 
Melbourne, the sudden decrease in activities due to the main instructor’s return to the 
homeland caused FIESTA organisers to include a fusion group, Gamelan Silat, as the 
candidate to represent Malaysian Silat identity in Melbourne.  Sydney’s small Indian-
Malaysian student community could not cater for the demand for classical Indian dances 
due to the lack of experienced performers.  Therefore, student performers negotiated their 
identity via a popular dance culture from India in order to have a representation of Indian-
Malaysian heritage in MFEST. 
 These results from Melbourne and Sydney indicate that ‘heritage and identity are 
not essences within any single person’ (Russell 2010:33).  Both heritage and identity are 
continuously negotiated by the different individuals and groups inside these diasporic 
communities.  The choice to include a fusion Gamelan Silat performance in FIESTA due to 
the Malaysian Silat instructor’s return to Malaysia demonstrates the continuous 
manifestation of heritage and identity through negotiations between organisers and 
performers, that was constituted in the form of performances (Russell 2010:33).  While the 
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negotiation in Melbourne centred on the choice between a traditional Malaysian Silat and a 
fusion of different Silat genres, the situation in Sydney required the negotiation of Indian-
Malaysian heritage and identity, which resulted in the acceptance of an Indian popular 
dance culture as a representation of Indian-Malaysian identity due to the lack of expertise 
in the cultural heritage of classical Indian dance.         
The different group identities that exist amongst Malaysian students and migrants in 
Brisbane require individual efforts to establish a middle ground where these identities can 
interact and understand each other.  This middle ground could be achieved through 
participation in cultural heritage activities such as performances at CITRA or through more 
intimate connections such as marriages, but the reality is that, due to their different status 
as migrants and students, Malaysians in Brisbane are separated in the organisation of 
cultural events.  This separation was evident in the representation of Malaysian identity at 
CITRA, which was organised and represented by students, and was based on their 
perspectives of what constituted Malaysian identity and heritage. 
The connection between identity and status, especially pertaining to the situation in 
Brisbane, can be analysed using Fraser’s ‘identity’ and ‘status’ models (Waterton and 
Smith 2011:18-19).  The ‘identity model’ combines all the different individuals and statuses 
into one homogeneous identity.  In the case of CITRA, even though the organisation and 
representation were done by students, the festival’s overarching ‘Malaysian’ identity was 
accepted by migrants, as indicated by their attendance and participation in the festival 
activities.  The ‘status model’ emphasises the identity that emanates from different 
individuals through social and cultural interactions.  Malaysian migrants and students in 
Brisbane are distanced in their normal, day-to-day interactions due to their different 
statuses and responsibilities.  This separation eventually led to the representation of a 
‘Malaysian’ identity at CITRA that was easily perceived by students, but was perhaps not 
so readily acknowledged by migrants.  There were no opportunities for Malaysian migrants 
in Brisbane to showcase cultural heritage at CITRA based on their own negotiations of 
their Malaysian identity.  Nevertheless, interactions between migrants and students at 
CITRA in the future might lead to a change in terms of the organisation of cultural events 
and the representation of a Malaysian identity.       
The three case studies present different circumstances that established the ways 
individuals and groups negotiate the representations of their identities.  The back-stage 
negotiations of identity that occurred in the different Malaysian diasporic communities were 
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brought into the public sphere through the cultural festivals.  In the next section, I examine 
how these negotiations were presented in the front-stage.       
 
Front-Stage Representation of ‘Identities’ 
The decisions and negotiations that occurred in the back-stage for each festival were 
influenced by the existence of multiple diasporic Malaysian identities in the three case 
studies.  The front-stage representations demonstrate how the back-stage decisions and 
negotiations were manifested in the performances at each festival.   
 
Fiesta Malaysia (FIESTA) 2014 
FIESTA had many attractions that reflected the large Chinese-Malaysian migrant and 
student communities in Melbourne as well as their dominant representation in the festival’s 
organising committee.  The Chinese New Year booth was very attractive due to the 
detailed decorations as well as an elaborate New Year table setting (see Figure 7.1).  It 
even had two volunteers to explain the intricacies of New Year celebrations through the 
displayed items in the booth.   
 
Figure 7.1: Chinese New Year table display 
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In contrast, the other two celebration booths – Indian Deepavali and Malay Hari 
Raya – had minimal cultural items on display and were, for most of the time, without any 
volunteers to explain the meanings behind the celebrations and their decorations to 
visitors (see Figure 7.2).  Chinese-Malaysian staff and volunteers were the ones who 
decorated these booths.  The lack of Indian and Malay presence amongst the staff and 
volunteers might have contributed to the conditions of the booths. 
On the opposite side of the celebrations’ booths were the traditional games and 
merchandise stations.  Chinese and Malay traditional games such as Mah-jong and 
Congkak were presented in their respective booths.  Games from Indian culture and the 
cultures of East Malaysia were not present.  While there were more Malay games than 
their Chinese counterparts, games such as Teng-Teng and Batu Seremban are rarely 
played by Malays nowadays.  Nevertheless, the volunteers who helped to set up these two 
games were Malays and not Chinese-Malaysian volunteers.    
 
 
Figure 7.2: Malay Hari Raya booth 
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 The merchandise booth also reflected the influence of the majority Chinese-
Malaysian members in the organising committee over the representation of culture and 
identity at FIESTA.  Not only did the booth display key-chains with the Malaysian flag motif 
and replicas of the Malaysian Twin Towers as souvenirs, but they also had Chinese 
calligraphies of words such as ‘tiger’, ‘Durian’, ‘Australia’, and of the three main ethnicities 
in Malaysia (Figure 7.3).  However, the other two ethnicities, Malays and Indians, also 
have their own unique writing styles (i.e. the Jawi and Tamil scripts); but these scripts were 
not present at the booth.  It seemed that the emphasis on only Chinese calligraphy did not 
represent the ‘Malaysian’ theme of the festival but reflected Chinese-Malaysian students’ 
influence in cultural heritage representation at the festival.  Furthermore, this influence 
might be due to the inability of the organisers to access the knowledge of other scriptures 
from their Malay and Indian peers.   
 
 
Figure 7.3: Merchandise table 
 
The organising committee declared that all staff or crew at FIESTA must wear 
traditional clothing during the festival.  Most of the staff followed the decree.  Unfortunately, 
the clothing that they wore did not match their actual ethnic identities.  For example, one 
Chinese staff member donned a Malay Baju Melayu, but did not know the etiquette 
involved in wearing the clothing (Figure 7.4).  The Songkok headgear was missing, along 
with the essential buttons of the tunic; and the Sampin, or waist cloth, was folded 
 171 
 
incorrectly.  These inaccurate depictions of Malay identity might confuse visitors who could 
not distinguish between a Chinese and a Malay cultural heritage.  Costumes were also 
important depictions of the identity of cultural heritage performances.       
 
 
Figure 7.4: A Chinese-Malaysian volunteer in Baju Melayu 
 
For the Silat performances, the majority of survey participants agreed that 
movements and costumes were the two aspects of Silat that the audience identified as 
belonging to Silat:              
The uniform is the identity of the Silat performance.  Without the uniform, people probably 
would not know that it is a Silat performance (FM025). 
The way these participants could recognise Silat meant that regardless of Silat 
representations – whether it was Silat Cekak or Gamelan Silat – members of the audience 
were able to recognise Silat through dance movements and the costumes worn.  As we 
saw in Chapter Five, although the Gamelan Silat group was an amalgamation of multiple 
ethnicities and Silat genres, both the music and Silat teams were in their typical black Silat 
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uniforms.  Therefore, uniforms formed an essential element in the representation of Silat 
from both the performers and audiences’ perspectives.   
 Survey participants also mentioned the significance of food in the representation of 
Malaysian identity at CITRA:     
Malaysia is also famous for its food. Unlike Australian food, our food is rich with flavour and 
it is also more varied and different in comparison to local food. The perfect way to define 
Malaysia, the melting pot of cultures and taste (FM029).   
[Identity is created by] the way the food is served or prepared like Satay on open fire and 
Nasi Lemak with spicy Sambal (FM030). 
[Identity is created by] how the food is presented; what ingredients are used in the food; 
and the traditional wear coming from some of the organisers (FM041). 
These participants were observant of the way Malaysian food was presented, as well as 
the types, the flavours and the ingredients that were used in them.  However, no one 
mentioned the different representation of food at FIESTA, especially since non-Malaysian 
food was also present during the festival.  A Japanese stall and a Taiwanese stall were 
amongst the food stalls and these were amongst the most popular food stalls at FIESTA.  
According to FM060, the reason the committee allowed the inclusion of these two stalls 
was because the Japanese had occupied Malaysia during World War Two whereas the 
Taiwanese food is the current preference amongst Malaysian youth.   
 The different representations of Malaysian culture and identity in the previous 
examples depict the situation in which Malaysian student organisers had to adapt in the 
diasporic environment.  They were willing to engage in the portrayal of Malaysian cultures 
without complete access to the elements that are identifiable to those cultures.  These 
engagements with other Malaysian cultures also informed the situation at CITRA in 
Brisbane.      
 
Citra Malaysia (CITRA) 2014 
As a performance-only festival, CITRA 2014 focused on the representations of identities 
solely through cultural performances.  These representations followed a theme that was 
suggested by the main organiser, the Malaysian Student Council or MASCA.  The theme, 
‘History of Malaysia,’ required performances that would represent certain ‘stages’ in 
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Malaysian history.  However, due to the limited number of performers, only a few historical 
‘stages’ were performed, which included the ‘Formation of Malays’; ‘Population Boom’; and 
‘Malaysia Now’. 
 ‘Formation of Malays’ was represented by the Silat team.  This sub-theme was 
designed to show how Malay peoples came and settled in Southeast Asia.  When MASCA 
approached me, I was not sure if Silat could portray the settlement of lands as the 
committee desired.  In my opinion, the Silat performance did not achieve the committee’s 
desired ends very successfully.  This is due to the fact that Silat is foremost a martial art 
that focuses on self-defence techniques and skills that could be portrayed either artistically 
through the Silat dance or through self-defence demonstrations.  Therefore, Silat 
performances by themselves could not portray a specific theme such as the Malay 
settlement of lands.  The only way for such portrayal to occur is through the amalgamation 
of Silat with theatrical productions, which were not part of my, and my students’, expertise.      
However, in order to shoulder the trust that had been placed in me and my 
students, I decided to perform the basics of Silat during CITRA.  My reasoning at that time 
was shaped by my and my students’ imagination of what challenges the early Malays may 
have encountered in their new environments.  We imagined that those Malays would have 
been very strong; very disciplined; and filled with an unrelenting spirit and skill for survival 
based on the written history and legends of past Malay warriors as well as from the oral 
stories of our ancestors.  Due to these thoughts of our ancestors, we decided to showcase 
the basic skills in Silat that required the same virtues that we had imagined.  Our 
performance was well-received by both the audience and the organisers.  Even though the 
performance that we did could never represent the actual identities of our ancestors due to 
our lack of experience and knowledge of the reality of ancient times, the performance was 
a reflection of past people and their lifestyles through modern day interpretations.       
 ‘Population Boom’ was another performance executed by student volunteers who 
re-enacted the wedding ceremonies of the three main races in Malaysia.  As we saw in 
Chapter Five, the Silat team was also involved in the Malay wedding ceremony through 
the performance of Silat Pulut.  The Malay wedding was followed by Indian and Chinese 
weddings.  There were two components to the weddings: the procession and the stage 
performance.  All three wedding ceremonies had to omit their spiritual or ritual components 
to allow time to explain the central performance elements to the audience through their 
actions, as only five minutes was allotted to each performance.  By omitting these rituals 
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and being rushed to finish in time, the wedding performances at CITRA were only hollow 
shells of the true ceremonies.  Thus the representations of identities through weddings 
were only structurally correct (i.e. traditionally) but the contents were reinterpreted to fit the 
festival programme.   
 The final sub-theme at CITRA, ‘Malaysia Now’, was represented by two sisters who 
were second-generation migrants.  They and their families were amongst the few migrants 
who decided to join and contribute to the overall festival.  The sisters sang Satu Malaysia 
which is directly translated as ‘One Malaysia’.  This song originated in Malaysia and was 
made into a slogan that symbolises a united Malaysia that has overcome different 
ethnicities and religions.  Yet as we saw in the back-stage section, diasporic Malaysian 
identities in Brisbane are not united; but they are not in conflict either.  Community 
members’ statuses as students versus migrants just made them separate from one 
another in regards to the organisation of social and cultural celebrations.      
The representations of identities in CITRA were not limited to ethnic identities.  As a 
matter of fact, the performers were more concerned with presenting difficult scenarios that 
required pure imagination, such as the solution for the performance of the ‘Formation of 
Malays’, and changes to the contents and meanings of certain performances, such as the 
Silat and wedding performances.  The Silat performance did not change in its typical 
performance genre; rather, the meaning of the performance changed to represent the 
theme that was given for the festival.  Edson (2004) argued that ‘heritage in most 
circumstances can be regarded as identity through time’ (Edson 2004:338).  For the Silat 
performance at CITRA, the heritage was changed to represent the identity of ancient 
Malays who first arrived in Peninsula Malaysia.  In other words, the meaning of the 
heritage was reinterpreted to represent not the contemporary identity, but an imagined 
identity of the past that became a theme to represent the collective Malaysian identity.         
The examples from CITRA demonstrate how performers of cultural heritage had to 
negotiate between the expectations of the organisers and the meanings of the cultural 
heritage that were performed in order to represent Malaysian identities.  Performers had to 
adapt to the situation by reinterpreting the structure and contents of the cultural heritage 
performances in juxtaposition to the festival themes.  These changes in identity 
representations also informed the situation in Sydney. 
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Malaysia Festival (MFEST) 2014 
The number of performances and other cultural activities at MFEST were far more than 
those in Melbourne and Brisbane.  There were 15 different cultural performances with 21 
timetable places altogether.  This means that there were six performances that were given 
both morning and afternoon slots.  Ulek Mayang; Zapin and Bollywood dances were 
amongst those six performances.   
As we have seen previously, the Ulek Mayang performance was a fusion between a 
traditional dance and Silat.  By incorporating one cultural heritage enactment into another 
in this manner, where nothing significant in cultural heritage presentation was either 
obscured or sacrificed, the identity of the primary cultural heritage performance (i.e. Ulek 
Mayang) remained intact: 
The Ulek Mayang dance shows the identity of Malays in Malaysia (MS020). 
I like the Ulek Mayang.  Usually we see the normal Ulek Mayang with the witch-doctor 
performing with the Mayang plant.  But this time there is the Silat element that makes it very 
distinct.  We can say that maybe this Ulek Mayang performance shows the actual story 
behind the legend, which not many people know about (MS026). 
The Zapin dance was performed by both Malays and non-Malay Malaysians.  The Indian-
Malaysian student who led the Bollywood dance was also a Zapin dancer.  She had 
performed Zapin in previous years.  For her, Zapin is a Malaysian cultural heritage and 
therefore should be accessible to all Malaysians and not just Malays.  As listed Malaysian 
national heritage, the Zapin dance is definitely accessible to any Malaysians who are 
interested in it.  However, to see an Indian-Malaysian person performing Zapin is a rare 
occurrence even in Malaysia.  This is due to the Malaysian pride in their different 
ethnicities, especially in cultural matters.  Only in certain public festivities, such as cultural 
and religious celebrations, do cross-cultural exchanges occur (Zaid Ahmad 2007:150).  
The years of experience that the woman performing Zapin at MFEST had implies that such 
cross-cultural sharing of cultural heritage is possible in the diasporic environment, perhaps 
even more possible than in the homeland.  Therefore, the Zapin performance was not 
‘authentic’ in terms of the ethnic representation that is typical in Malaysia, but it represents 
an interpretation of Malaysian identity by the diasporic community.   
Even though it is not a cultural heritage of Indians in Malaysia, the Bollywood dance 
had become a symbolic performance due to its role in representing the Indian-Malaysian 
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identity in Sydney.  The importance of the Bollywood dance in representing the Indian-
Malaysian identity was evident during the festival when it was one of the six performances 
that were given both morning and afternoon time slots.  Although the performance featured 
a non-Indian performer, in reality none of the performers was actually representing his or 
her homeland cultural identity.  However, due to its significance in representing the Indian-
Malaysian identity throughout the years in MFEST in Sydney, this popular culture had 
changed into a ‘cultural heritage’ of the Malaysian diasporic community in Sydney. 
We see a similar mixture of different Malaysian genres in the food stall at MFEST.  
There were various selections of cultural dishes and delicacies from different Malaysian 
identities often sold together at the one food stand, staffed by Malaysians from as many 
different ethnic backgrounds as the foods they served.  For example, at one food stand, a 
selection of delicious Malay sweets and cakes was being sold by a non-Malay vendor, 
while at another stall a Chinese-Malaysian sold a range of Malay and Indian dishes, such 
as Rendang (Malay) and curry (Indian).   
According to an MFEST organiser, the significance of cultural food at MFEST was 
not intended to promote Malaysian culture and identity:   
I would say for the people around here that come for the festival, they are more interested 
to find Malaysian food.  Even my friends in the university, their main target is usually the 
food (MS028). 
The Indian-Malaysian Zapin performer also mentioned the need for more promotion of 
food at MFEST: 
The food stalls are just to bring people to MFEST – to attract them.  What MFEST should 
do is to try to make people understand that Malaysian food comes from different cultures 
and is not just Malay food (MS029). 
Therefore, food is merely a festival attraction, and not necessarily an identity or heritage 
signifier, according to festival organisers.  This is due to the fact that the taste and 
experience of Malaysian food had been disseminated throughout Sydney by Malaysian 
migrants of all backgrounds. 
One survey participant gave an interesting comment concerning the connection 
between identity-making and Malaysian diasporic festivals: 
The festival did not create any ‘identity’, but [it is] the identity of Malaysians that makes the 
festival possible (MS001). 
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So festivals such as MFEST do manage to ‘create’ identities.  However, this creative 
identity is only possible through the imaginations of the individuals and groups who 
organised or performed at the festivals.  The interactions between the different 
stakeholders that occur at the festivals present the opportunity to re-interpret or re-define a 
cultural performance in accordance with the significance of that performance in the minds 
of the members of the diasporic community; such performances are a representation of 
the identities in the migrant community.     
           
Analysing the Front-Stage ‘Identities’ 
The front-stage performances of identity and cultural heritage seen in the three festivals 
have been altered from their ‘pure’ Malaysian homeland form, both in structure and 
meaning, as a result of the negotiations undertaken between organisers and performers in 
order to fulfil certain responsibilities or expectations of the audience and/or organisers.  
This includes my own personal responsibilities as a performer, as mentioned in Chapter 
Six, that related to my ‘self-identity’ as well as a feeling of ‘self-enlightenment’ due to my 
Silat background (Ellis 1991:25; Meerwald 2013:51).  Although the central theme of the 
festivals was based on the Malaysian national identity, the front-stage performances 
required the reinterpretation of ethnic Malaysian identities, as well as the identity of Silat 
itself. 
 The festival context of the three case studies presented ‘a means of self-expression 
or cultural access, and empowerment for the participants’ (Seffrin 2007:68).  In FIESTA, 
the majority Chinese-Malaysian student organisers were able to express their ethnic 
identity through cultural performances, such as the various traditional Chinese games; the 
elaborate Chinese New Year booth; and the souvenirs that focused on Chinese 
calligraphy.  These students also expressed their own understandings of the culture of 
other Malaysian ethnicities through traditional garments.  If we look from another 
perspective, but still based on Seffrin’s argument, the Chinese-Malaysian students were 
able to access and negotiate the cultural heritage identity of other ethnicities, such as the 
Malay traditional clothing, and represented these identities in accordance with the central 
Malaysian theme of the festival.   
Malaysian student organisers of both CITRA and MFEST negotiated their 
understandings of past occurrences and cultural practices that represented Malaysian 
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themes by accessing cultural heritage performances that were available in their diasporic 
localities.  The use of Silat at CITRA to depict ancient Malays, and the use of the 
Bollywood dance to depict modern Indian-Malaysian identity were some of the examples 
of this particular negotiation process.  As Edson (2004) argued: 
There was probably never a time in the history of humankind when heritage was not subject 
to invention, restoration, or adaptation to meet the social, political, spiritual, or financial 
requirements of the subject community (Edson 2004:339). 
Therefore, if this argument is applied to the situation at FIESTA, Silat was a heritage 
performance accessed by the organisers and produced by the performers, both of whom 
are part of the Malaysian diasporic community in Melbourne, in order to represent a past 
that was based on an ethnic Malaysian identity.  However, the fused Silat performance 
was a one-time procurement by the organisers for their temporary festival.  The performers 
were also from multiple backgrounds that made them not fully representative of the 
Malaysians in Melbourne.  In other words, the fusion Silat performance was able to 
represent a ‘Malaysian’ identity at FIESTA due to Silat’s identity as a cultural heritage of an 
ethnicity (i.e. Malay people) that exists in Malaysia.  This relates to Farrer’s (2011) work 
that showed that diasporic martial artists in Singapore believed that they: 
embody the soul of a greater Chinese identity through their preservation of authentic kung 
fu sets long since forgotten in China (Farrer 2011:209). 
This belief paralleled that of mine and other Silat performers in the three case studies.  We 
also believed that we represent Malay identity due to our Silat craft, despite either being 
far away from our homeland or for not being a Malay person.  However, I was surprised to 
find that festival organisers and festival attendees, Malay and non-Malays alike, also felt 
that Silat embodied a Malaysian national identity.  Therefore, Silat performers in Malaysian 
festivals in Australia embodied multiple identities due to their embodied knowledge of Silat. 
 
Discussion  
The results presented in this chapter support previous notions of identity-making and 
representation, especially in the diasporic context.  Cultural heritage innovation and 
adaptation certainly transpired in all three case studies (Edson 2004:340).  The decision 
by FIESTA’s organisers to contact the Gamelan Silat group and not the Silat Cekak group, 
as well as the collaboration between Ulek Mayang and Silat in Sydney, are examples of 
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heritage adaptation that occurred ‘when transformation of social patterns outgrow the 
practices and institutions of the past’ (Edson 2004:340).  In other words, the diminishing 
opportunity to perform Silat Cekak as a martial art practice in Melbourne encouraged 
organisers to find a replacement, even though the chosen alternative format did not fully 
represent the specific Malaysian Silat identity.  The fusion between Ulek Mayang and Silat 
was possible when the Ulek Mayang team decided not to follow the performance of their 
predecessors but opted for something new and more adventurous.   
However, the relationship between these changes in cultural heritage practices and 
the identity that they represent differed, in some ways, from previous reviews of heritage 
authenticity and identity.  For example, Edson (2004) claimed that situations similar to 
those which occurred with respect to the Gamelan Silat and Ulek Mayang performances 
outlined above ‘occurs in all societies as a reflection of collective identity’ (Edson 
2004:340).  As the results have shown, the situation with both Gamelan Silat and Ulek 
Mayang, as well as the Silat team performance in Brisbane, not only reflected the 
Malaysian identity, but they also reflected group or individual control over the 
representations of identities.   
Therefore, festivals are not mere reflections of a collective identity (Gibson et al. 
2011:12).  A group such as the organisers of FIESTA was able to use the festival context 
as a medium to ‘displace and reframe’ certain representations of identity according to their 
needs (Phipps 2011:120).  In other words, these festivals are temporary places where 
transformations occur to cultural heritage performances due to negotiations amongst the 
stakeholders.  Smaller groups, such as the Ulek Mayang and Silat teams, did the same but 
in a more personal context.   
The diasporic conditions faced by the Malaysian communities in Melbourne, 
Brisbane and Sydney limit the access individuals in these cities have to their homeland’s 
‘markers of identity’, such as costumes, special foods, and expert teachers and performers 
(Duffy and Waitt 2011:47).  Nevertheless, Malaysians in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney, 
who visited the festivals and witnessed the modified identities that were chosen for them 
by organisers and performers, acknowledged the changes that were made to these 
performances of identity:  
They are spreading the correct culture, or what is perceived to be the correct culture.  It 
doesn’t matter who is performing the culture (it can be non-Malaysians), the importance is 
that the correct cultural elements are retained and a cultural performance should be based 
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on that, not some shallow definition like who is performing it and whether they are native to 
the culture being performed or not. Especially, when Australia is such a multicultural nation 
(FM041). 
The uniforms have to be Malaysian, since Silat is Malaysian. I personally would not send 
insufficiently experienced performers overseas if I wanted the festival to be a success. Only 
skilled performers can show what Silat is like. The stages are not big enough, so the 
performers would have to be clever enough to modify the performance for the stages 
provided (CB004). 
The cultural activities may change with the trend; promoting them is crucial for others to see 
and learn (MS009). 
Diasporic cultural festivals such as FIESTA, CITRA and MFEST are expressions of 
specific diasporic identities that reflect the opportunities and limitations that Malaysians 
must accept in matters regarding their cultural heritage and cultural identities when living 
away from home.   
Based on the results presented in this chapter, I would argue that physical 
manifestations such as cultural heritage performances, amongst the Malaysian diasporic 
communities in the three case studies, do reinforce the identities that were presented in 
the festivals.   
 
Emergent Theme: Festival Interactions 
The festival context in which diasporic identities were represented was the focal point 
where identities were negotiated by different individuals and groups.  These negotiations 
shaped the way identities would be shown to the general public.  However, festivals are 
‘transitory’ by nature, which means that they are only temporary and are not fixed (Duffy 
and Waitt 2011:55).  This transient condition makes the convergence of Malaysian 
identities much more important, especially when these identities interact with each other. 
 A diasporic festival can also be described as a ‘boundary’ (Cohen 1989:12).  
Boundaries, also called borders, are necessary to ensure the safeguarding of diasporic 
identities.  Cohen (1989) explained that a boundary: 
Encapsulates the identity of the community and is called into being by the experiences of 
social interaction (Cohen 1989:12). 
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The experiences reviewed above may provide identities for their communities that are 
different from those of the homeland.  But the emergent interactions supported by the 
mingling of cultures, and the transgressing of borders, may also bring positive outcomes, 
such as continuity and reinforcement for a diasporic identity.  Festivals are bounded 
cultural arenas that provide people with the luxury to negotiate their identities.  Diasporic 
festivals also provide the opportunity for visitors to experience cultural heritage that might 
not be available outside the festival boundaries. 
   
Conclusion 
Physical manifestations such as cultural heritage performances reinforce the identities that 
are represented in a festival context.  ‘Festival interaction’ is a dominant theme that 
emerged in this chapter.  Festivals provide the opportunity for multiple Malaysian identities 
to come together and work out solutions to the problem of identity creation and 
maintenance in a diasporic community.  As ‘sites of identity’, diasporic Malaysian festivals 
are places where identity negotiations happen regularly (Ruting and Li 2011: 277).  
Therefore, festival interaction can be defined as negotiations between multiple diasporic 
identities in matters involving the representation of identity in diaspora for the sake of 
safeguarding both the identities and their representations. 
 The three results chapter have uncovered multiple findings as well as three 
emergent themes: fusion performance; source of knowledge; and festival interaction.  How 
do these themes relate to one another?  And more importantly, how do they answer the 
research question?  The next chapter aims to answer these paramount questions using 
the themes as the basis for discussion. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT  
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
Introduction 
The previous result chapters reviewed the place of performance as heritage in relation to 
concepts of authenticity and identity, which are central to understanding the operation of 
cultural heritage in diasporic situations.  In this chapter I commence with a brief reiteration 
of my research questions and the techniques I have used to investigate these questions.  I 
then turn to a discussion of the Silat performances that resulted from the negotiations of 
heritage, authenticity and identity in both the back-stage and front-stage of the Malaysian 
festivals in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney. 
I argue that not all Silat performances reflect both multicultural and diasporic 
identities of Malaysians in Australia.  In some Silat performances, such as the one in 
Melbourne, the performers themselves reflect a multicultural identity, whilst the fusion 
performance of Gamelan Silat reflects diasporic identities.  The Silat performances in 
Brisbane, on the other hand, reflect ethnic and national identities simultaneously.  I also 
demonstrate that the Ulek Mayang performance in Sydney reflects only a particular 
diasporic identity. 
 
The Performance of Cultural Heritage: Issues of Authenticity and Identity 
The central research question of my thesis is: How do cultural festivals act to establish and 
reinforce identity amongst diasporic communities?  Using the performance of Silat – a 
Malay martial art and a Malaysian national heritage – in Malaysian festivals in Australia as 
a case study, I ask specifically: How does the performance of Silat in Malaysian festivals 
reflect the diasporic and multicultural identities of Malaysian communities in Australia?  
 My research has focused on Silat’s role as a cultural heritage performance and how 
Silat, as a performance genre, is used and negotiated by Malaysian students, other 
Malaysian expatriates and other performers in their cultural festivals.  I have demonstrated 
how Silat was performed in Malaysian festivals in Australia and how multicultural and 
diasporic characteristics of these festivals influenced the performances of Silat.  I have 
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also considered how the front-stage performances of Silat differ from the back-stage 
preparation for the Silat performances.  In addition, I have examined, albeit briefly, related 
cultural heritage performances and representations that exist around the Silat 
performance, such as Malay and non-Malay music and dances, that are based on the 
heritage of their respective cultures, as well as non-cultural heritage related aspects of the 
festivals, such as banners, posters, and food.  I have analysed how all these cultural 
elements come together to establish a dynamic relationship between the diasporic festival 
performances of heritage and the social and cultural identities of the festival organisers, 
performers and guests.   
 
Performances of Silat: Identities in Diaspora 
The theory of performance that Goffman (1959) introduced is based on the fact that a 
performance ‘is bounded in space and time, and represents the instantiation of specific 
roles’ (Hogan 2010:378).  Goffman established a boundary between an authentic back-
stage ‘where the suppressed facts make an appearance’ and an inauthentic front-stage 
(Goffman 1959:112).  However, this boundary between back- and front-stages, as defined 
by Goffman, is often blurred.  In addition, these differences between back- and front-stage 
(performances) can be either pronounced or indistinguishable. 
 Becker argues that a performance in the back-stage ‘is not entirely distinct from the 
front’ (Becker 2015:120).  As an example, Bhattacharya asserts that: 
One can move within multiple back and front-stages depending on one’s acts of 
accommodation, resistance and reworking of diverse subject positions and spaces 
(Bhattacharya 2009:1065). 
This mobility between the back- and front-stages, Bhattacharya adds, occurs due to the 
‘negotiations between spaces – shifting spaces of lived experiences’ (Bhattacharya 
2009:1065).  In other words, the identity of an individual or group is not limited to one area 
of authenticity, but can exist in both back and front areas of a performance through 
negotiations and other encounters.  My case studies have shown that Silat and cultural 
heritage performers negotiate their intertwining identities in both the back- and the front-
stages.  The Gamelan Silat performers, for example, negotiated their knowledge and skills 
as Silat practitioners in the back-stage context of FIESTA, while keeping their private 
selves hidden from others; they ‘performed’ only their ‘cultural heritage-selves’ in the back-
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stage context of the festivals.  Therefore, and as I mentioned in Chapter Seven, the back-
stage for these festivals managed to produce negotiated identities in the form of fusion 
Silat performances that were based primarily on the cultural heritage of Silat.   
The situation is the same even in the front-stage context of the three festivals.  
Festival attendees witnessed both the social performance of an inauthentic, public self of 
Silat performers, as well as the negotiated cultural performance that is based on the 
authentic cultural self of the same Silat performers.  Therefore, Silat performers and other 
cultural heritage performers at my case study sites were able to perform as themselves 
(Zarrilli 1984:191) while keeping their private selves (Goffman 1959:114) intact yet hidden 
in front of the public, which includes other performers, members of the audiences and 
festival organisers.      
 From a cultural heritage standpoint, negotiations of identity are developed beyond 
that of the self.  Identity is performed through cultural manifestations such as dance, 
songs, and martial arts.  Although we know that negotiations of identity influence markers 
of identity (Bunnell 2008:260), we have limited understanding of how negotiations based 
on cultural heritage could shape the identities of cultural heritage stakeholders, especially 
in the diasporic context. 
 My case studies have shown that the negotiations that occurred in performances of 
the martial art of Silat reveal that stakeholders agreed to come together in order to 
produce fusion Silat performances.  This acceptance to congregate amongst different 
stakeholders represents a characteristic of the diaspora.  The negotiations that occurred in 
the three case study sites are ‘diasporic’ in the sense that, as I mentioned in Chapter Two, 
they differ from Silat practice in Malaysia, which is dominated by the Malays.  In Malaysia, 
the decisions and negotiations pertaining to the practice and performance of Silat are 
rarely multicultural, but rather are embedded in expressions of one culture.  However, in 
the diaspora, and this was the case especially in Melbourne, Malays and non-Malays 
collaborated to produce a cultural heritage performance that is distinct from Silat 
performances in Malaysia.   
The diasporic environment is a major influence that has contributed to the situation 
above.  Inside the diasporic festival context, festival organisers and performers often lack 
access to cultural heritage materials and components that can enhance both the 
performance experience and a sense of authenticity for the performance.  More broadly, in 
diasporic communities, the lack of knowledgeable practitioners of cultural heritage, and the 
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multicultural practices of the host community (e.g. Australians), may have influenced 
collaborations pertaining to cultural heritage performances in cultural festivals, leading to 
some variations from performances in the homeland.  My findings have demonstrated that 
negotiation amongst the various Silat stakeholders was required to fulfil performers’ 
responsibilities at the festivals.  The negotiations relating to how to perform a cultural 
heritage reveal that these performers were faced with the consequences of being in a 
diasporic setting.  Cultural performances such as Gamelan Silat and Ulek Mayang were 
the result of negotiations where changes were made to performances that are found in the 
homeland; changes were needed to compensate for the lack of resources or access to 
cultural heritage and other cultural heritage components.  I agree with Hall (1990:231) in 
the sense that these performances are the result of ‘positioning’ Malaysian and Malay 
identities in diasporic environments.  These diasporic variations were the result of the 
fusion of knowledge and skills that were brought from the homeland and adapted to the 
diasporic environment.       
However, unlike Hall, I do not view these cultural performances as new cultural 
traits.  Rather, these fusion performances exemplify ‘living cultural heritage’ (Byrne 2009; 
Lenzerini 2011) because, and as I have mentioned in Chapter Three, a living cultural 
heritage is mutable and predisposed to negotiations by its practitioners due to the 
inevitable change in times and in contexts in which heritage is enacted.  This is also an 
example of the re-invention of tradition (Hobsbawm 2012; see also DeWaal 2013; 
Oberholtzer 1995).  Hobsbawm (2012:5) established that new elements such as 
paraphernalia and practices can be inserted into old and existing traditions to become 
‘new traditions’.  This is, in fact, a process of fusion.  It is not just a simple mixture of 
different cultural elements.  It involves negotiations between the different stakeholders of a 
living cultural heritage.  The cultural fusion performances identified in this thesis are all 
based on the living cultural heritage of Silat, adapted and negotiated by practitioners who 
had originally inherited Silat from authentic sources of knowledge in the form of their 
teachers/masters, who in turn traced their inheritance of Silat back to the Malaysian 
homeland, as outlined in Chapter Two.  
 
Fusion Performances and the Mutable Nature of Cultural Heritage 
The results of my research have indicated that negotiations of cultural heritage, through 
the aspect of performance, may exist in both back and front-stages of performances.  
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Back-stage negotiations that occurred in all three of my field sites were influenced by the 
limitations presented by the diasporic environment pertaining to the procurement of human 
and material resources, such as the replacement of live Gendang music with an Internet 
recording in Brisbane, and the creation of temporary and alternative costumes, also in 
Brisbane.         
The festival setting also influenced front-stage negotiations of cultural heritage 
performances.  We saw this in both the Gamelan Silat and Ulek Mayang examples.  
Negotiations relating to the former were due to the limited space provided by the raised 
stage at Federation Square in Melbourne, while the inability of organisers to control the 
crowd in Sydney resulted in the spillage of some spectators onto the front edge of the 
stage in that city’s festival.  The overall outcome of these back-stage and front-stage 
negotiations was that some performances fused together different genres of Silat, as well 
as other Malay cultural performances. 
 The term ‘fusion’ has been used in relation to cultural heritage to differentiate it from 
the concept of hybridity (Cohen 2000; Sutton 2011).  The latter, as Sutton explains, refers 
to a ‘mixture of elements from different aesthetic and/or semiotic worlds’ (Sutton 2011:11).  
A hybrid cultural practice or performance may also be the result of diasporic communities 
incorporating aspects of the culture of the host community (Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk 
2005:71).  For instance, if a Silat performance incorporates a didgeridoo as part of its 
musical accompaniment, then that might be enough to suggest a hybrid cultural 
performance.  What I witnessed in my case studies was not this type of hybridity.  As a 
result, I prefer to use the term ‘fusion’ to describe the negotiated changes I observed in my 
research.  In the performances I observed, and in which I participated, there was no such 
adoption of Australian cultural elements into the Silat performances.  Rather, a range of 
cultural elements from a variety of Asian cultures was used to create the performances, 
such as the mixture of Malay and Indonesian cultural elements that were used in the 
Gamelan Silat performance in Melbourne.  I contend that this is a cultural ‘fusion’, as 
opposed to hybridity.     
As I explained in Chapter Two, Silat is one of the shared cultural heritage elements 
amongst many of the Malayo-Polynesian peoples in Southeast Asia (Hatin et. al. 2011:4) 
so it is not unexpected that the performances in the festivals are an amalgam of these 
cultures.  Although such fusion performances can be deemed ‘creative’ or ‘new’, as a 
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result of their negotiated combination, it is the ‘cultural mix’ (Sutton 2011:11) that 
underpins the Silat performances that I would like to discuss here.   
The cultural mixture that can be observed in the Malaysian festival performances is 
formed from separate cultural performances that, in their original forms, contain meanings 
that would not be any different from their homeland versions.  For example, the Ulek 
Mayang dance in Malaysia has evolved from a healing ritual into a dance performance 
(Nicholas 2009).  The typical Ulek Mayang performance only focuses on dance 
movements, which detracts from the fighting element that is mentioned in the legend.  The 
Ulek Mayang performance in Sydney, however, challenged the homeland perception of 
the dance by the inclusion of Silat choreography that results from negotiations amongst 
performers who re-interpreted the legend of Ulek Mayang.   
Stuart Hall (1990) explained that diasporic identities are ‘constantly producing and 
reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference’ (Hall 1990:235).  
We can see this is my case studies, where the Gamelan Silat and Ulek Mayang fusion 
performances are the result of reproductions by performers who were influenced by their 
diasporic environments.   
If I were to use Goffman’s terms, my case studies were the ‘frames’ in which 
random occurrences or ‘strips’ could generate ‘keyings’ or transformations in the way 
people interact.  My focus, however, was not on ‘strips’ but on a specific type of 
performance in the form of the martial art of Silat.  The result is not a discovery of ‘keyings’ 
between different people; it is, rather, the emergence of reproductions in the form of fusion 
Silat performances.   
These reproductions are also based on a particular ‘living cultural heritage’ (i.e. 
Silat) (Byrne 2009; Kurin 2007:10; Lenzerini 2011; Mataga 2008:99; McWilliam 2013:199; 
Ross 1996:20; Sullivan 2009:109; UNESCO and EIIHCAP 2008:84) that reflects an 
authentic Malay ethnic heritage, as well as an authentic Malaysian national heritage.  By 
associating themselves with the strong Silat foundation in the homeland of Silat, Silat 
practitioners in my Australian case studies were able to refer to traditional aspects of Silat 
performances as practised in the homeland and then reproduce these performances 
according to the diasporic circumstances and negotiations in which the performances 
found themselves.  Thus, the cultural heritage activities in my study were not frozen in time 
(Hoffstaedter 2008:144), but instead were open to variation.   
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This is not to say, however, that changes do not occur to cultural heritage practices 
and performances in the homeland.  In his investigations into the relationship between the 
arts community in Malaysia and the Malaysian government, Hoffstaedter (2009) exposed 
dynamism in cultural heritage practices and performances.  Practitioners even 
implemented ‘subtle’ ways of resistance to official pressures to leave their heritage 
practices unchanged (Hoffstaedter 2009:532).  The complex relationship between heritage 
and change reported by Hoffstaedter can also be seen amongst Silat practitioners in 
Malaysia.  Changes do occur here in the rituals associated with Silat (Farrer 2009).  Sports 
Silat (as I mentioned in Chapter Two) and the use of Silat in tourism are two non-traditional 
contexts in which ‘traditional’ Silat now finds itself (Mariam Jamaludin et al. 2012; Zainal 
Abdul Latiff 2012).  Practitioners who perform in modern Malay theatres must transform 
the way Silat is performed to attract more patronage (Krishen Jit 1984:129).  Thus, just as 
change is occurring in the homeland, changes to cultural heritage performances of Silat in 
the diaspora are also acceptable, providing the core understanding and the form of the 
cultural heritage are still being practised and performed.     
The significance of the homeland as a source of authentic inspiration and 
expectation for the practice and performance of martial arts was previously identified in 
studies of diasporic Capoeira (Joseph 2008b).  Capoeira depends on its connection to 
Brazil in matters that relate to its authentication.  Any cultural influences from the diasporic 
environment are separated or ‘suppressed’ from the core practices of Capoeira in order for 
a performance to be regarded as authentic (Joseph 2008b:209).  Capoeira teachers must 
originate from Brazil for the transmission to be authentic (Delamont and Stephens 
2008:65).  These connections to the homeland are instrumental in the propagation and 
survival of Capoeira in diaspora (see also Aula 2017; Downey 2002)   
My study shows that, while the connection to the homeland is also very significant 
to Silat performances in the diaspora, it is the characteristics of cultural heritage, which 
includes being portable and mutable (Gershon 2006:548), that primarily motivate various 
diasporic identities to converge and negotiate to produce performances.  Silat practitioners 
from different cultural, national and Silat backgrounds were able to come together for the 
sake of performing the martial art as part of a national festival celebrating 
Malaysianess/Malaysian cultures.9  These practitioners-turned-performers could afford to 
                                                          
9 Bear in mind that the Silat that these various practitioners performed was also from different Silat 
styles/schools/systems that have been brought to Australia from their original places in Malaysia and Indonesia.  
Therefore, there is no single ‘correct’ version of any genre of Silat in my case studies. 
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share and amalgamate (or ‘fuse’) their differences due to the fact that Silat, as a living 
cultural heritage, is ‘mutable’, thereby accommodating change.  If a cultural heritage such 
as Silat were immutable, then each practitioner would want to champion his/her own Silat 
background and skills as the sole ‘authentic’ expression of the genre in a public 
performance.  This would draw cultural heritage performances into specific political, social 
and cultural contestations over ownership, authenticity and identity.  However, as we have 
seen, musicians and Silat performers alike were openly negotiating in the back-stage to 
establish a variety of potential ways to perform.       
We even see the mutability of Silat performances when all the performers come 
from the one cultural background.  For example, although the Silat team performance at 
the CITRA Malaysia in Brisbane was performed entirely by Malays from Malaysia, the 
development of the performance required a certain degree of change to the idea and 
practise of Silat.  A requested performance theme became the catalyst for this change.  To 
fulfil the request by festival organisers, I (as the lead performer) had to change my training 
regime, from one that is contained in the traditional curriculum of the Silat style that I 
learned into a performance style that is more relevant to – and in line with – the 
expectations of festival visitors.  The change would not have been possible if my 
experience in learning Silat had been solely about strictness in the maintenance of Silat 
structure and practice; Silat practitioners are given flexibility and freedom to re-interpret the 
physical aspects of the Silat that they learnt.  In this way, not only is Silat, as any other 
living cultural heritage, susceptible to change, it is also subject to interpretation.   
The practitioner’s freedom to re-interpret Silat practices also assisted in the 
production of the Ulek Mayang performance for the MFEST in Sydney.  Our distinct Ulek 
Mayang performance would not have been possible had the Ulek Mayang dance been a 
fixed form of heritage and/or had the Ulek Mayang dancers not been agreeable to 
negotiations.  These changes were, however, still firmly grounded in the original legend of 
Ulek Mayang (Nicholas 2009).  The legendary fight between the human shaman and the 
supernatural princesses remained the essential guide for negotiations regarding the ideas 
and contents of the performance.   
So the three performances I studied all combined different Silat styles and varying 
elements of Malay cultural heritage.  The term ‘fusion’ itself denotes change.  Without the 
basic nature of living cultural heritage that allows changes in both practice and 
performance, Silat practitioners and other cultural heritage performers could not develop 
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diasporic performances that are different from the ones performed in the homeland – be it 
to respond to festival themes, visitor expectations or the general diaspora environment.   
The role of performers here is paramount.          
 
Transmission of Living Heritage: Authenticating Diasporic Performances 
In Chapter Three, I argued for the importance of investigating performers of cultural 
heritage performances to understand authenticity from their perspectives.  The lack of 
focus on performers by MacCannell (1973) and his use of the term ‘staged performance’ 
relegates the contributions of performers to the sidelines.  Even Goffman’s (1959) theory 
of performing the self, to which MacCannell refers, supplants the authentic backgrounds of 
cultural heritage performers with a general sense of performance fabrication or performer 
fakery.  Zarrilli (1984; 1989) however, established that martial artists, as cultural heritage 
performers, are authentic performers because of the knowledge and skills that they have 
inherited from previous generations of traditional cultural heritage owners, as well as their 
embodiment of these practices into their performances.   
The overall result of performers’ perceptions of diasporic cultural heritage 
performances in my study reveals that the performers themselves equate authenticity to 
the source of knowledge and skills required for the performance.  This result supports 
Zarrilli’s (1984; 1989) previous argument.  Due to their identity as Silat practitioners, 
performers of Gamelan Silat, the Silat team in Brisbane, and the ‘shaman’ in Ulek Mayang, 
all performed their authentic selves.  In the case of the latter, although the shaman 
persona was just an act, the movements of Silat that were used in the fighting scenes 
originated from the performer’s own experience in attaining Silat knowledge and skills.   
 Silat performers from different backgrounds, as in the case of Gamelan Silat, were 
also viewed as authentic by both practitioners and audience members, if their Silat 
prowess was the result of learning from an authentic source of knowledge.  As I have 
demonstrated in Chapter Six, this ‘source of knowledge’ emerged from perceptions – held 
by performers and non-performers alike – of original homeland Silat masters who would 
have transmitted the knowledge and skills of Silat from one generation to another until 
Silat was learned by the performers.  This learning experience implies both a direct 
apprenticeship with a Silat teacher in Malaysia and a longitudinal relationship with previous 
generations of Silat teachers.  The latter indicates that as long as the original teacher of 
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Silat was from the homeland of Silat, the subsequent teachers could be from any 
background; the knowledge and skills that were passed down are still regarded as 
authentic and thereby deemed to be related back to the original homeland teacher.  In 
other words, the authenticity of a Silat performance in diaspora is not limited to the identity 
of the performer as a martial artist, but is based on the association of the performer with 
the original performer or founder of the respective Silat styles that practitioners have 
experienced, learned and inherited for generations.          
 Delamont’s and Stephens’ (2008) investigations of the performance of Capoiera in 
the diaspora revealed that Brazilian teachers of Capoeira in the diaspora always reminded 
their students of the significance of the Brazilian identity of the genre as a determinant of 
authentic Capoeira transmission and experience.  My study, in contrast, indicates that 
teachers of Silat do not need to constantly remind their students of the authenticity that a 
teacher embodies.  The Silat teacher does not have to be Malay or even Malaysian to be 
authentic.  An Australian, for example, could also claim authenticity if his/her teacher or the 
teacher’s teacher had originated from Malaysia and was deemed to have authentic 
credentials in terms of the Silat lineage.   
 In summary then, performers’ perceptions of the authenticity of their Silat 
performances were influenced by their prolonged exposure to the practice of Silat as living 
cultural heritage.  The basis of the concept of living or intangible cultural heritage is the 
continued and ongoing transmission of traditional knowledge and skills in the present (and 
into the future) (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:53).  To realise the ongoing practice of 
intangible/lived cultural heritage in diasporic contexts, diasporic communities rely on 
events like annual cultural festivals to generate opportunities for their cultural heritage to 
be performed and showcased to the general populace.   
 However, the use of cultural festivals in the diaspora also provides cultural heritage 
performers with the challenge to produce new versions of their performances every year, 
to satisfy their audiences.  Of course, performers could choose to perform the same 
performance annually, at every single festival.  However, if that were the case, these 
performers would not be contributing towards a vibrant, living, ‘authentic experience’ for 
visitors to the festival (Moreira 2006:86).  Alternatively, for performers who decide to 
accept the challenge of (re)making new cultural heritage, they will always need to balance 
their perception of authenticity – based on knowledge and skills – with the requirements for 
annual changes to the practice and performance of cultural heritage through back-stage 
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negotiations with other performers and with festival organisers.  This negotiation is made 
possible by the fact that both authenticity and cultural heritage are dynamic and 
changeable. 
 Even though scholars have understood and accepted the fact that cultural heritage 
practices and performances may experience change, researchers also need to 
acknowledge that change can be a difficult process, especially in the diaspora.  As we saw 
in Chapter Five, the Gamelan Silat performance had to utilise three different training 
venues in order to train musicians and Silat performers.  This was followed by rigorous 
efforts to combine the different groups into one cohesive performance within a limited time-
frame before the day of the festival.  For me, this experience was made additionally 
difficult by having to change a Silat training regime into a public performance in Brisbane.  
I had to delve deep into the recesses of both my brain and muscle memories to extract the 
required movements that would then have to be timed with an audio recording of Gendang 
Silat music.  The negotiations for the Ulek Mayang performance in Sydney were also 
challenging, requiring lengthy conversations that started in the back-stage and continued 
up to the day of the festival itself.   
 It seems that diasporic cultural festivals provide the necessary conditions and 
motivations for re-interpretations and reproductions of cultural heritage performances in a 
small amount of time.  From my perspective, this time factor was the most challenging part 
of the process.  For performers who have Silat backgrounds, their knowledge and skills 
assisted in the reproduction of Silat performances.  Knowledge and skills, as the two main 
aspects of intangible cultural heritage, are also the basis for performers’ perceptions of 
authentic cultural heritage performances.  As we shall see in the next section, the 
authenticity of a cultural heritage performance in the diaspora is recognised by 
stakeholders based on their conception of the cultural heritage itself, and not the 
performance per se.       
 
Authenticity in the Diaspora: Different Forms and Different Views 
As discussed above, all three performances in my study sites differ in some ways from the 
Silat performances that can be found in Malaysia.  The differences between the cultural 
heritage performances in the homeland and those in the diaspora, however, do not 
necessarily require the latter to be labelled ‘inauthentic’ (see Andrews and Buggey 2008).  
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I have already established that the notion of authenticity in the context of this study 
is about ‘the people and cultures’ and their performances of ‘living traditions’ or living 
cultural heritage.  From the perspective of the performers who performed Silat in the 
diaspora, authentic Silat does not only exist in the homeland and in the various forms and 
styles practised in Malaysia.  Authenticity is about the knowledge and skills of Silat that 
performers had acquired from teachers who could trace their Silat lineage back to a 
homeland ancestor.  Some members of the audiences at the three case study sites also 
recognised the importance of homeland-based knowledge and skills as the prerequisite for 
an authentic Silat performance in the diaspora.  As Kurin (2007:12-13) notes: 
While various types and expressions of intangible cultural heritage may be articulated at 
certain points in history by their practitioner communities as the ‘pure,’‘real,’ or ‘authentic’ 
form, such judgements need to be regarded as historically-based assessments, subject to 
change – even within the community – and to alternative formulations by various segments 
of the contemporary community. 
In order to achieve a ‘historically-based assessment’, the assessor must be 
knowledgeable of the previous forms of authentic performances for the purpose of 
comparing them to the alternative versions of the present.  For Silat practitioners-turned 
performers, this knowledge of previous styles of performances is one of their main 
referents for the development and reproduction of new performances in the diaspora.  
However, just like the members of the audience, who might not be as knowledgeable as 
the practitioners, these performers have emphasised the inherited knowledge and skills of 
Silat in their assessment of diasporic Silat performances more than their knowledge of 
previous authentic performances of Silat in the homeland. 
 My cross-reference with both Andrews and Buggey (2008) and Kurin (2007) points 
to two important points.  First, the notion of an authentic diasporic Silat performance was 
invoked through the association of the performance with the cultural heritage itself (i.e. 
Silat).  Knowledge and skills are the very definition of an intangible cultural heritage such 
as Silat (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:53).  These aspects are what separates intangible or 
living cultural heritage from tangible forms of heritage such as monuments and artefacts.  
By referring to knowledge and skills, the performers and their audiences were in fact 
invoking the very essence of living cultural heritage as the determining factor for the 
authenticity of diasporic Silat performances. 
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The second point relates to how the changes that occur to the performance of a 
cultural heritage could not supplant or camouflage the significance of the cultural heritage 
itself.  The Gamelan Silat and the Ulek Mayang were unique versions of cultural heritage 
performances that were reproduced and re-interpreted purely for their 2014 Australian 
performances.  Despite this, both performers and audiences still referred to the intangible 
cultural heritage essence of Silat knowledge and skills as the determinant of the 
authenticity of the two modified Silat performances, from their perspectives.  These 
stakeholders could have referred to factors such as being out-of-place (i.e. not in the 
homeland) or the performers’ ethnic identities (i.e. Gamelan Silat’s multinational or 
multicultural performers) as the basis for their views about authentic or inauthentic 
performances.  But this did not occur.  Instead, both performers and audience members 
projected their views about authenticity onto these diasporic performances based on the 
characteristics of the cultural heritage as performed in the present and in the diaspora. 
 Based on the views of the multiple stakeholders involved in the performance of Silat 
at festivals in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, in this thesis I argue that the diasporic 
Silat performances at festivals are indeed ‘authentic’.  Their authenticity, however, is 
different from the authenticity of formally recognised Silat performances, defined as 
‘cultural heritage’, that is seen in the homeland.  The diasporic performance is a ‘new 
authentic’ or a new type of authenticity.   
 The stakeholders’ clear recognition that the Silat performances in Melbourne, 
Sydney and Brisbane were authentic in their eyes, makes a significant case for the 
authenticity of these diasporic performances.  Nevertheless, it is also clear that the actual 
performances themselves do contribute to these perceptions of authenticity.  First, the 
performances were staged for people to see, due to the opportunity that was provided 
through the festivals.  Festivals are not just sites for negotiating diasporic identities.  
Festivals are also ‘themed, public celebrations’ that commemorate homeland cultural 
identity and heritage (Getz 2005:21).  In other words, the context of the festival and the 
celebrated theme might have influenced people’s opinions. 
 Second, these diasporic performances were enacted in different ways in the three 
festivals, given the limitations each performance faced due to the individual diasporic 
environments at each site and the specific festival contexts each performance faced.  
Despite the various challenges presented to the performers at both the back-stage and the 
front-stage phases of their performances, performers still performed to the best of their 
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abilities with the available resources.  Their honest and heartfelt performances were 
recognised by performers themselves and were also acknowledged by members of the 
audiences.  McCarthy (2009) connects honesty and authenticity thus: 
Authenticity means to feel something with honesty, integrity, and vitality and to express in 
one’s life the truth of one’s personal insights and discoveries (McCarthy 2009:243). 
This means that it was not only the performers who felt the honesty in their performances.  
Members of the audiences also felt a connection when they witnessed these diasporic 
Silat performances.  I argue that those who witnessed these Silat performances felt the 
presence of an authentic self inside them.  Wang (1999) would place this feeling of 
authentic self under the category of ‘existential authenticity’, defined by Wang as ‘a 
potential existential state of Being that is to be activated by tourist activities’ (Wang 
1999:352).  In this case, the ‘tourist activity’ refers to the audience members who were 
watching the Silat performances and making connections between themselves and the 
performances in front of them. 
 In other words, in the diaspora, the role of these diasporic communities is more 
significant in establishing the authenticity of cultural heritage than are the audiences in the 
homeland.  It is also important, especially in the context of my research, to understand 
how identities were established or reinforced by the diasporic Silat performances.          
 
Silat Performances as Reflections of Identities 
The study of a diaspora centres on the significance of identity and the ways to maintain it 
by the relevant community.  Cultural heritage performances that have been reproduced in 
the diaspora reflect the collective identity of Malaysians in Australia.  While this 
generalisation is simple to claim, in truth, the actual identities that were reflected by 
cultural heritage performances in the three festivals that I have studied reflect the complex 
relationships that exist between cultural heritage, performance and multiple Malaysian 
identities in a diasporic cultural festival context. 
As living cultural heritage, the practice and performance of Silat is not bound to any 
particular geography.  It is embodied in a person through both knowledge and skills and 
can be moved to any location depending on the circumstance of the practitioner.  A living 
cultural heritage is both ‘portable’ and ‘mutable’, with the latter concept focusing on 
changes to cultural heritage practice and performance (Gershon 2006:548).  Another 
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characteristic of living cultural heritage is the fact that whenever it is performed in public, 
the performance – and the cultural heritage itself – can represent either a singular identity, 
or multiple identities. 
 I argue that Silat performances in the diaspora represent at least two general 
identities that make them popular inclusions in diasporic cultural festivals.  First is the 
Malay warrior identity.  Due to the fact that Silat is steeped in Malay warrior traditions 
(Braginsky 1990:401), it becomes a staple for cultural performances in Malaysia.  In the 
diaspora, the inclusion of Silat performances in events and festivals promotes Silat to the 
public as both a means of self-defence and a cultural heritage that needs to be learned 
and propagated continuously in order to safeguard the martial art.   
 The second general identity that Silat represents is a pan-Malay identity.  Pan-
Malay refers to the Malayo-Polynesian peoples who inhabit most of Southeast Asia (Hatin 
et. al. 2011:4).  This pan-Malay identity is an example of when identity can be made from 
an idea of a common past (Hall 1990).  This common past refers to the time before 
Western imperialism in Southeast Asia, when various Malayo-Polynesian kingdoms fought 
with each other over territorial, social and tributary disputes.  Warriors, using various Silat 
fighting styles from the different islands that made up the political framework of the region, 
became significant actors in the development of the kingdoms.  There were no passports 
or strict borders to prevent warriors, merchants and others from travelling from one place 
to another.  From this context, an idea of common identity was prevalent amongst the 
Malay/Indonesian inhabitants of Southeast Asia and was propagated by leaders such as 
the first president of Indonesia, Sukarno, who wanted to unite Malaysia and Indonesia into 
a greater nation state under his leadership (Reid 2001:311).  Therefore, the inclusion of 
Silat as a performance in diasporic cultural festivals could also foster a pan-Malay unity 
under the banner of Silat, which the Gamelan Silat performance in Melbourne had shown 
with the collaboration between non-Malay and Malay performers from Singapore and 
Malaysia, as well as their front-stage inclusion of the Indonesian Merpati Putih group. 
Some might identify this Silat performance as a form of hybridity or syncretism.  I, 
however, would oppose such identification on the basis that the change that brought about 
this seemingly new kind of performance is a natural characteristic – and normal 
progression – of a living cultural heritage, of which Gamelan Silat is an example.  I would 
also add that Silat performances in the diaspora, such as that seen in Gamelan Silat 
performance discussed here, are not just attempts to unify different styles of Silat, but a 
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real fusion of different Silat cultures, interpretations, and emotions that are beyond styles, 
systems or schools of Silat.  The martial art of Silat is a living repository of past wisdom, 
knowledge and skills that has been passed down from one generation to another.  Its 
survival in the present and in the diaspora is a testament to the mutability of living cultural 
heritage.   
Although their movements and costumes emulated homeland traditions, a couple of 
Gamelan Silat performers still could not hide the fact that they were non-Malays or even 
non-Malaysians due to their physical features.  As we saw in Chapter Six, FIESTA 
attendees acknowledged the fact that Gamelan Silat performers were multicultural and 
multinational.  Nevertheless, it was only in this sense that the Gamelan Silat performance 
as seen to be a multicultural routine.  Otherwise, their multicultural identities were 
camouflaged or overpowered by the Malay warrior and Pan-Malay identities of the living 
cultural heritage that they performed.            
Neither of the Silat performances in CITRA Brisbane could be deemed to represent 
a multicultural identity.  The dominance of Malay-Malaysian performers ensured the 
tradition of the homeland by reflecting both the Malay ethnic identity and the Malaysian 
national identity through the performance of Silat, but at the expense of multicultural and 
diasporic identities.  This situation was possible due to the overwhelming association 
between the martial art of Silat and the Malay and Malaysian identities of the performers.  
Organisers advertised this juxtaposition to the festival attendees through the Malay 
historical theme for the Silat performance segment and the festival banner proclaiming that 
Silat is a ‘Malaysian martial art’.  Even though the latter proclamation that links Silat to 
Malaysia seems to indicate a multicultural background on the basis of national 
significance, the Silat performance at CITRA could not convey this side of Malaysia due to 
the strong Malay presence and representation.  However, I argue that this does not mean 
that the identity of the performance is bound by the identity of the performers.  While the 
inclusion of non-Malay performers would have given a multicultural sense to the 
performance (such as the case with Gamelan Silat), the strength of people’s identification 
of Silat to both the Malay warrior identity and Pan-Malay identity would, I argue, negate the 
‘multicultural’ representation seen in the performers themselves.                 
Similar to the Silat performances in Brisbane, the Ulek Mayang performance in 
Sydney could not be said to represent a multicultural identity for the Malaysian community 
there.  This is not only because the performers were all Malays.  It is also due to the fact 
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that the performance is a combination of a Malay folk dance and Silat.  This combination, 
however, showcased a diasporic identity through the distinct Ulek Mayang performance 
that was performed only for MFEST in 2014.  The performance was unique even for 
Malaysians in Sydney.  I quote here a comment by one of these Malaysians who now 
resides in Sydney: 
I like the Ulek Mayang.  Usually we see the normal Ulek Mayang with the witch-doctor 
performing with the Mayang plant.  But this time there is the Silat element that makes it very 
distinct.  We can say that maybe this Ulek Mayang performance shows the actual story 
behind the legend, which not many people know about (MF026 – from Chapter Seven).     
The Silat performances at my three case study sites cradle both the diasporic 
maintenance of identity (Hall 1990; Sahoo and Maharaj 2007; Sheffer 2003) and the 
mutable nature of living cultural heritage (Delamont 2006; Gershon 2006; Zarrilli 1989).  
Furthermore, they indicate that Malaysian student organisers, as part of the temporary 
diaspora who would eventually return to their homeland, managed to negotiate with 
performers and members of the Malaysian diaspora in Australia to present Malay and 
Malaysian identities by negotiating its living cultural heritage through performances at 
cultural festivals.   
              
Conclusion and Recommendations for Future Research 
This thesis has focused on cultural heritage performances and how these performances 
reflected cultural identities in festivals that were organised by Malaysians in Australia.  
Corresponding to Goffman’s (1959) assertion that social performance is divided into the 
back-stage and the front-stage, I identified that Silat performers retained their social selves 
in both the front-stage and back-stage contexts of their respective festivals, and at the 
same time showcased their identities as Silat practitioners through their knowledge and 
skills.  I was also able to place Zarrilli’s (1984) theory of a martial artist’s social-cultural 
performance in the context of cultural heritage.  I have demonstrated the ways in which 
these performers negotiated between themselves and with other stakeholders and how 
these negotiations correspond to Hall’s (1990) idea of ‘positioning’ identities amongst 
members of diasporic communities.  I introduced the idea that fusion cultural performances 
can still be authentic, as long as they are based on living cultural heritage.  I argued that 
this authenticity is derived from the transmission of knowledge and skills that link diasporic 
performers to the homeland of the living heritage that they inherited.  In addition to this, I 
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demonstrated that the perception of authenticity in the diaspora is different from that of the 
homeland.  I have also argued that each of the Silat performances at my three case study 
sites reflect different identities.  In this concluding section, I juxtapose these key points to 
highlight the similarities between living cultural heritage and cultural festivals in 
establishing and reinforcing identities, and to identify the implications of this study and 
areas for future research. 
 The negotiations that occurred between the stakeholders of these festivals 
pertaining to living cultural heritage were central to efforts to ‘position’ ethnic identities in 
the diasporic environment (see Hall 1990:231).  In fact, this represents the final level of the 
identity-positioning process that a cultural festival can provide.  Festivals are known to be 
‘connected to cultures and to places, giving each identity and helping bind people to their 
communities. Similarly, festivals and other planned events can foster and reinforce group 
identity’ (Getz 2010:8).  The way in which this reinforcing of identity can be done is through 
the actions and decisions of the festival organisers.  They encourage ‘collective 
identification’ through cultural performances and other festival activities (Jeffery 2010:428).  
As I have discovered, these organisers could also encourage cultural performers to 
innovate and produce performances that are distinctive to the respective festival.  The final 
process, then, is the negotiation that performers have to undertake with festival organisers 
on whether their performances are appropriate to both the festival setting and the festival 
theme. 
 Jaeger and Mykletun (2013:213-214) argued that the characteristics of festivals, 
which include satisfying ‘the need to belong and social identity creation, and facilitates the 
development of place and personal identities’, manifest when hurdles and challenges are 
obstructing the sense of identity of a particular society.  They hypothesised that the festival 
environment can contribute ‘to the development of identities through storytelling’ (Jaeger 
and Mykletun 2013:215).  I would add that in the diasporic context, cultural festivals assist 
in the development of identities through their emphasis on living cultural heritage.  The 
portable and mutable characteristics of living cultural heritage make it the ideal choice for 
diasporic communities who have limited access to material culture from their homelands.  
Cultural festivals are also ‘platforms’ that establish encounters between different 
performers and different generations in a particular diasporic community (Deblock 
2013:772).  These encounters can generate respect of a cultural heritage amongst the 
youth, as well as provide the opportunity for the younger generations to inherit certain 
skills and knowledge pertaining to a particular cultural heritage.  The culmination of all 
 200 
 
these encounters and negotiations is the expression of identities – using living cultural 
heritage as the core – in the form of fusion cultural performances.         
 Cultural performances at cultural festivals that have been fused from different 
genres of cultural heritage can still be authentic.  While scholars, such as MacCannell 
(1973), argue for or against the concept of performing a cultural tradition in a non-
traditional environment, such as festivals, and make various claims regarding the 
authenticity of such performances, my focus on the ‘back-stage’ decisions and perceptions 
of performers has illuminated how ‘authentic’ cultural performances are constructed, 
created or negotiated.   
This finding challenged my own conservative persona in terms of what constitutes 
an ‘authentic’ Silat performance.  I had originally viewed alterations to my personal 
experiences of Silat to be inauthentic.  As a Silat teacher, practitioner and performer, my 
skills and knowledge of Silat are part of my personal habitus (Bourdieu 1977), and this 
includes the rituals and the ‘traditional’ styles of Silat performances that I had experienced 
in my homeland.   
 However, in my journey as both a researcher and as part of a temporary diasporic 
community, my own encounters in the three festivals presented opportunities for me to 
engage in novel and innovative ways of performing Silat.  These opportunities were, in a 
way, forced upon me by the requirements of these festivals.  Festivals, as Getz (2010:7) 
stated, are thematic celebrations.  In order for these themes to be met, performers, first 
and foremost, must negotiate their own homeland-acquired skills, before negotiating 
change with organisers and other performers.  This negotiation may be minor, as I had 
experienced in the Silat performance during the Malay wedding in Brisbane.  Or it might 
also involve a distinct alteration to a popular Malay cultural performance, as was the case 
in Sydney for the Ulek Mayang.  Changes to cultural heritage performances, big or small, 
may or may not alter people’s perceptions of their authenticity.  As my three examples 
have proven, changes to the way cultural heritage is performed, when juxtaposed with the 
general identity that the cultural heritage is easily identified with, did not sway people’s 
perception of the authenticity of that cultural heritage.   
So, although at the start of my journey I harboured a conservative view on how Silat 
should be performed – which was that performances in the diaspora should be similar to 
performances in the homeland – my experience as a performer who negotiated with 
others, and as one who faced some of the difficulties of performing in the diaspora, 
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changed my own perception of what should constitute a Silat performance.  I grew to 
recognise that change to cultural heritage can occur in both the homeland and in the 
diaspora, and still be a valid representation of the Silat genre.  I also grew to acknowledge 
that diasporic performances of cultural heritage can be both dynamic and authentic.  
My research has also demonstrated that perceptions of authenticity in the diaspora 
can be different from those in the homeland.  At the very core of this phenomenon is the 
influence of living cultural heritage.  This is so, because ‘ethnic heritage lends a degree of 
perceived authenticity to festivals’ (Laing and Frost 2013:325).  Furthermore, excluding the 
small number of Australian performers, the stakeholders in my case study sites were 
mostly part of the Malaysian diasporic communities in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney.  
Therefore, their notion of heritage would fall under ‘diaspora heritage’ where the 
significance of a living cultural heritage for these communities depends on its ability to 
reconnect with the traditions and cultural practices of their homelands, which in turn gives 
these communities a sense of belonging and identity in their current environment (Laing 
and Frost 2013:324-325).  As I have shown, this notion of identity amongst diasporic 
communities assisted in the authentication of the fusion cultural performances.  They did 
this by associating these performances to the homeland through the performers’ source of 
knowledge.   
A major contribution of cultural festivals, such as FIESTA, CITRA and MFEST, in 
reinforcing the identities of diasporic communities is the showcasing of cultural 
performances that reflect these identities.  Although this understanding of the relationship 
between festivals, cultural performances and identities is the same for other forms of 
festivals, in particular indigenous festivals (Whitford and Dunn 2014; Whitford and 
Ruhanen 2013), my thesis addresses the lack of research for festivals in the diasporic 
context and amongst diasporic communities.  However, more work is required in this 
crucial and under-researched field and the following section presents my 
recommendations for research on diasporic cultural festivals that can be explored in the 
future.                 
 
Future Research 
In his article entitled ‘The Nature and Scope of Festival Studies’, Getz (2010:4-6) has 
reviewed previous literature that touches on festivals and identified three major discourses 
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within festival studies: festival tourism; festival management; and the roles, meanings, and 
impacts of festivals in society and culture.  My thesis falls under the latter.  Getz, however, 
did not identify ‘diaspora’ as one of the emergent themes from his review.  While the 
possibility that the major purpose that causes the production of festivals, such as for the 
economy and urban development, might be the same for festivals whether they are staged 
in the diaspora or not, differences may persist through the circumstances and processes 
that diasporic communities have to endure in their ‘new’ environments.  Therefore, the 
diasporic context presents vast potential for researchers to delve further under the 
discourse that focuses on roles, meanings and impacts of festivals, especially in diasporic 
communities.   
 As one of the main elements of any cultural festivals, intangible or living cultural 
heritage imparts another level of meaning through the way it is portrayed in the festival 
setting.  My research focuses on this process in both the back-stage and the front-stage.  
Still, my emphasis was on performances of the Silat martial art.  By extending the focus of 
this research in the future to include other cultural heritage performances, we can compare 
those findings with the results that I have discovered and analysed in this thesis.   
Furthering the possibility of research, future investigations should also discover the 
reasons for the inclusion of certain cultural heritage in cultural festivals, and the exclusion 
of other cultural traits.  Heritage contestation or ‘dissonance’ is a concern for both heritage 
managers and policy-makers (Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996).  My thesis is limited to the 
study of the martial art of Silat.  The existence of other cultural heritage performances in 
my three case study sites that represents Malays and other significant Malaysian cultures, 
such as the Chinese, Indian, and the peoples of Sabah and Sarawak, were observed but 
could not be analysed and presented here due to the enormity of data and the consequent 
probability that it would reach beyond the scope of my research.   
My research also limits the study of the reason for the way cultural heritage was 
performed through the notion of heritage authenticity.  As I have shown through my 
findings’ chapters and the discussion that I have established above, cultural heritage 
performances that have been altered from their original homeland versions were still 
regarded by the majority of stakeholders from amongst performers, organisers and festival 
attendees, as authentic performances.  Nevertheless, other studies have shown that not 
all intangible cultural heritage that are performed in festivals can be considered as 
authentic.  A recent study of the Golden Eagle Festival in Kazakhstan indicates that the 
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heritage of eagle falconry is dying due to the rise of commercialisation and 
commoditisation in these festivals (Soma and Sukhee 2014). 
The key word for ‘living cultural heritage’ is ‘living’ – when one is ‘alive’, one must 
face challenges, changes, limitations, risks, and the ups-and-downs of being ‘alive’.  If not, 
then the heritage is essentially ‘dead’.  In other words, the very nature of living cultural 
heritage provides enormous potential for future research in cultural festivals.  This great 
potential is increased further in the context of the diaspora because cultural festivals, just 
like living cultural heritage, connect diasporic communities to both their homeland identities 
and the homeland itself.   
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